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As of March 2013, the United Nations reported that more than 1 million Syrians were 
stranded as refugees inside Syria or in neighboring Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan. Such 
reports, despite years of experience in dealing with similar situations, continue to keep 
the abject conditions of the refugee camps out of the mainstream media. The refugee’s 
very existence is predicated on her being a victim, nothing else. As a useful object for 
pity, the refugee'’s relationship with the world necessarily requires their abject poverty, 
a lack of privacy, and long sleepless nights. Without such conditions, the juxtaposition 
between the worthiness of “Western” support and the apparent evil of the regime that 
brought them to such a state would be useless. And yet, in spite of the generic anti- 
Assad narrative that implies a pathetic vulnerability and helplessness occupying these 
Syrian refugee camps, rather than being enclaves of passivity, they in fact are sites of 
intense power struggles that contradict every effort to homogenize their agency (or 
assumed lack thereof). 

The battles for ascendency within these desperate places not only pit heavily armed 
factions made up of non-Syrian “jihadists” and other kinds of freelance soldiers 
hoping to infiltrate the lucrative civil war inside Syria. But local “host” communities 
themselves, forced to accommodate these refugees and their competing armed groups, 
invariably show signs of political mobilization. In the case of Turkish hosts living along 
the frontier, patience has long run out. As in many cases in the past, the conflicting 
needs of refugees and the opportunistic agendas of war profiteers, lurking religious 
proselytizers hoping to capture one heathen soul, the leering men looking to buy cheap 
temporary wives from desperate families compelled to sell one daughter to save the 
rest, or those glorified foreign “fighters’—some with idealistic aims, some criminally 
mercenary—constitute a volatile mix that has destabilized host countries like Lebanon, 
Jordan, and especially Turkey. 

And, lest we forget, other “humanitarian” crises around the world continue to 
expediently drop off the mainstream media’s radar. There are still millions of peoples 
displaced by years of violence in Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, East Congo, the Sahel, Burma, 
and Sudan, let alone the millions of Palestinians scattered throughout the world as a 
result of century-long depopulation campaigns. As seen in Mali in early 2013 with the 
conquest of much of the uranium-rich Sahel north, or the dozens of roaming militias 
in the Eastern Congo unleashed by war in Uganda, Burundi, Sudan, and Rwanda 
20 years ago, refugees also have ambitions to forge a meaningful role in the world. As is 
the way with Euro-America’s conflicted relationship with “human rights,” these “other” 
refugee efforts to attract life-saving “Western” patronage often prove futile. Resources 
and diplomatic cover provided by the likes of US Senator John McCain and/or French 
“philosopher” Bernard Henri-Levy are apparently the kinds of priceless assets reserved 
for those able to serve larger geostrategic and economic agendas. This glaring disparity 
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and the never-ending injustice visited upon these “other” refugees inspire the following 
study. 

This study, however, could not be the simple product of inspired anguish over the 
injustices of the world. No matter how angry I am, I could not have done this book 
drawing from fury alone. With all sincerity, I express my appreciation for all those 
wonderful friends (and necessary foes) in my life who sustained me with love while 
I festered in rage. In the end, it was love more than hate that helped me through this 
project. 

I start the ubiquitous list of acknowledgments with a deep appreciation for my 
mother and Dardane Arifaj’s continued support despite the fact we had to again live 
away from each other during crucial moments of our respective lives. As in the past, 
my home, in Geneva or elsewhere, may yet be one day set, with a “Zog” and luvs forged 
with every glace de Gingembre at Café Remor or lasagne at La Cantinella. 

Drawn from the same well is always the formidable love I feel for and from Kosova, 
the incubator of my tormented soul. This is largely the result of my amazing fortune 
to be so closely attached to my Kosovar family. I reserve a special thanks to Adrian 
Arifaj, whose dedication as a father and brother is truly unique and inspirational. 
Ardi, and not the gangsters who have taken over our country, is what we should be 
celebrating: A true burre. I write this book with Ardi’s lovely ladies, from Naxhije, 
beautiful Sarah, and sweet Nora in mind; may we never, EVER have to go through the 
horrors of the 1990s again. Of course a great thanks to Visar (Kryetar Legjendar) for 
helping with the images and maps, again. And then there is Mom! Shume falemnderit 
for raising such wonderful children! 

Far from being a single “home away from home,’ I have little use for maps when 
I pass through virtually incognito my various offices in Atlanta, Manila, Leipzig, 
Geneva, and Sharjah. The routine has been numbing as I set off again for another stint, 
in another town, with only my little laptop at my side and thoughts of Rrugac. But one 
thing that thankfully remains certain is my friends. 

First and foremost, when it comes to my work as an historian, the irreplaceable 
Ebru Sénmez has remained my treasure of learning, guidance, and support. I will 
forever return to the gifts she has given me through her love of language and most 
things Persian and Ottoman. Of course there are others. For those of you still in my 
corner after sometimes years of no correspondence—from John J. Curry, Steven 
Hyland, Michael Hamson, Bettina Feller, Stacy McGoldrick, Ryan Gingeras, Jens 
Hanssen, Robert Baker, Carol Woodall, Tarek, Francois Burgat, Mogens Pelt, Catharina 
Raudvere, Lale Can, Sharifa al-Badi, Ahmed al-Qassimi, Saad Khan, Norah Salim, 
Francesco Caccamo, Alex Manevi, and Agon (urime sukses)—your simple presence 
somewhere in my life is all I apparently need to remain useful. Thank you. 

I must shine the brightest light, however, on the sincere friendship built over the 
years with Joe Perry, who again offered to read portions of this book and is always 
ready to share a bottle and one more round of Roxy Music in celebration. And dear 
Joyce DeVries, the trip is always better with you in it. You two, along with Puss, are my 
anchor in Atlanta: thank you for many a wonderful night in East Point. 

To my intellectual fellow travelers, especially Jon Schmitt, whose intelligence and 
diligent pen once again made for an amazing ally and friend, thank you. Then there is 
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Casey Cater, continuously giving and reassuringly intelligent, as always, thank you and 
your family as well. These two stars of Georgia State University provided not entirely 
uncompensated support in this book's finalization, a collaboration which would be a 
useful case study in determination and enduring intellectual companionship; a lesson 
for fine-weather friendships that easily fade in this academic world I increasingly 
despise. 

And here then enters a new, amazing set of friends and no doubt, future colleagues. 
First and foremost, the amazing, no AMAZING, Joud AlKorani. It was Joud’s sharp 
(dare I say brilliant) eyes and formidable intelligence that helped make my tormented 
rewrites become gratifying rethinks. Joud, I can only imagine where you are going with 
that intellect and wonderful choice of music. May there always be plenty for those road 
trips between the near and far over the next 32 years}; 

From the same fortunate conjuncture of time and space I had the chance to meet 
Maryam “al-Bahraini.” To Maryam I also send a deep thanks for making the process 
of living again civilized and meaningful. Your art initially helped me make a spiritual 
climb back... if only by the thinnest thread of hair. 

But my time writing in Sharjah allowed me to meet so many more amazing friends. 
Perhaps unexpectedly to her, I want to first thank Asma al-Shamsi for her charming 
bullying tactics. They came at the right time and reminded me why I do all of this 
fighting, all of the time. I only hope that when we reach the final bell, we are on the 
same side. Then there are the wonderful companions I met while writing, whose 
diverse passions all converged at a common point. Indeed, I found myself surrounded 
by just amazing human beings while in Sharjah: Shamma al-Qassim, Aya al-Oballi, 
Sarah Zaben, Tamara al-Gunaid-Khamis, Dana Ahmad, Maysa’ia Abu Hilal (you 
promised), Kevin Horbach, Munirah Eskander, Mehrdad Saberi, Aisha Ali, Oliva 
Jones, and Yara Ramadan. Thank you all for being wonderful friends and companions 
in this tormented world. 

In academic terms, this book would not be possible without the generosity of 
my colleagues at the Centre for Area Studies and American University of Sharjah, 
who graciously tolerated my presence on (off) campus as I sought a quiet, relatively 
secluded place to finish writing this book. For this, I have to thank specifically Antje 
Zettler, Forrest, Geert, Markus, Martin, Steffi, Elisabetta, Nadine, Kristin, Sarah, and 
Matthais Middell at Leipzig for their support as I went off to write this book. In Sharjah 
I owe a special thanks to Stephen Keck for making my stay in the UAE comfortable 
and ultimately productive. Likewise, many thanks to Pia Anderson, Pernille Arenfeldt, 
Kevin Grey (and the moot, but certainly not mute, court gang), Ravi Sriramachandran, 
Angela Maitner, Thomas DeGeorges, and Yuting Wang for their support and occasional 
coffee/tea in “town.” In this respect, I have to leave a special thanks to my friends I 
made while writing at the Caribou in Matajir. In particular I wish to extend a warm 
appreciation for the friendship and constant concern for my progress to Moses “Boss” 
Ubong Etim. 

At the same time, my “home institution” at Georgia State University, while going 
through some painful transformations, has at least toward me, been very generous. It 
is not a comfortable position to be in as I watch from afar the poor treatment of people 
who are not only my friends but vital to the relative success of my departments. For 
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their contributions to making my life manageable while on leave, I need to thank from 
the bottom of my heart Alta Schwartz and Michelle Lacoss. They deserved promotions 
and raises. 

In addition, I have some especially supportive colleagues, among whom I single 
out Ghulam Nadri, Michelle Brattain, Larry Grubbs, Jared Poley, Christine Skwiot, 
Michele Reid, Douglas R. Reynolds, Nick Wilding, Hugh Hudson, and Larry Youngs. 
Thank you for remaining interested. 

And then there was Bloomsbury Academic Press. Rhodri Mogford, has been most 
professional and very pleasant to “work” with during my hectic writing phase while 
Srikanth was as tireless as accommodating during the production phase. Thank you 
for your patience. 

Finally, I wish to acknowledge the professionals who helped facilitate my extensive 
research throughout Europe/Middle East. In particular I want to thank the staffs at the 
Arkivi Qendror Shtetéror (Tirana), Haus, Hauf und Staatsarchiv (Vienna), Singapore 
National Archives, the Philippine National Archives (Manila), the Zanzibar National 
Archives (Stonetown) and a special thanks to Salim Najaf for introductions, the 
Politisches Archiv des Auswaertigen Amtes der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (first 
Bonn then Berlin), Centres des Archives diplomatiques de Nantes/Paris, League of 
Nations Archives (Geneva), Archivio Storico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri (Rome), 
the Basbakanlik Arsivi (Istanbul), the National Archives, formally known as the Public 
Records Office (Kew Gardens), the US National Archives (Maryland), and finally 
the Atatiirk Library in Istanbul. Additional acknowledgment must be given to the 
organizations and institutes that have provided generous funding to help research this 
book: The Fulbright-Hayes Committee, American Council of Learned Societies, the 
American Research Institutes in Turkey and Yemen, CAORC, and the Social Science 
Research Council contributed generously to my research all over the world. 

As is my “nature,” I end on a tragic note. As possibly noticed by some, I dedicate 
this book to Bahrain and Syria, two jewels of our world now brought to ruin by a 
chauvinism and selfishness that was once reserved for the worst tyrants of the Middle 
Ages. Their fake piousness, disguising the greed and barbaric emptiness of an illiterate 
bigot, is now poisoning what was left of a beautiful way of life in my spiritual and 
cultural heartland. Both Syria and Bahrain, two incubators of humanity, where 
“different” peoples could unite in love, make beautiful art, and bear beautiful children, 
are now all but gone. O how we have let the white devil take our dignity, our faith, and 
finally our humanity away from us. 
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Introduction 


Having escaped, lost in exile 
Constrained and incarcerated, 
I ache with tears unabated 
On the Elbe’s shores, and Banks of Spree 
To Where have I Fled, Leaving all Behind, 
Impoverished Homeland, destitute nation 
I lay unclean on the seashore 
Remaining unseen in the sunlight 
Starving at the dining table 
Ignorant among the Learned 
Naked and anguished 
Sullen in body and soul... 

Anés lumenjve (On the river's banks) by Fan Noli (1882-1965) 


Introduction 


It is the precarious existence of exile—whose life is haunted by the unabated beckoning 
of an ever distant homeland while left wanting in a foreign land—that leaves a collective 
anxiety in a national polity’s memories. As a result of such anxieties lurking in the 
Balkans, the many Albanian children who memorized Fan Noli’s beautiful, if complex 
dedication to an exiled national hero, may at times miss the irony of the author’s 
own accomplishments as an activist, at times himself in exile.’ As a teaching tool, the 
“diasporic” life engrossed in Noli’s poem posits exile as a contradiction of human energy 
that historians, activist Bishops, and middle-school teachers far too often subordinate 
in favor of the evocative melancholy of the lost homeland. The refugee forced to live in 
exile, in other words, is a hapless shadow of history until she returns “home.” 

This is a book that aims to reverse these appropriations of artistic tropes for 
the purposes of telling a tragic, and largely subordinate national story. Its goals 
are as much driven by the wish to arm fellow researchers with new approaches to 
studying modern history as offering its own comprehensive revision of that recent 
past. At its core is a methodological drive to complicate through particularization 
and comparison the “inevitably” tragic experiences of specifically Ottoman refugees 
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during a 1878-1939 transitional period. As explained throughout, the particular lives 
of refugees as migrants not only promise to offer a dynamic set of filters through 
which we can explore world histories in new ways, but it does so by way of challenging 
previous uses of Ottoman history that sought in their own way to tell different kinds 
of post-WWI stories.’ 

At the heart of this corrective study is the enduring question of who contributes to 
History. The manner in which the refugee in particular is mobilized to produce western 
“meta-history” proves emblematic of the larger methodological debates consuming 
the politics of memory.’ As a result of being cut off, perhaps permanently, from the 
resources and support of his/her homeland, the refugee appears marginalized and 
thus bereft of agency. This vulnerability seems requisite to certain kinds of composite 
nationalist mythologies. 

To the contrary, I will make the case below that refugees can become part of 
dynamic constituencies in a large range of settings and as a result, do influence history. 
In fact, these refugees contribute to History to such an extent that they may be at 
crucial moments considered a generative force behind, for example, forms of modern 
state bureaucracy, the emergence of institutions of violence, and even the ascendency 
of Western finance capitalism. As involuntary migration affects the world in many 
ways, dependent on context, the historian thus may need to avoid trying to define a 
monolithic migratory condition. Instead, refugees/expellees/poor migrants may in fact 
consist of individual and small clusters of groups that collectively act to, for instance, 
advocate for a common cause, often in the form of rioting over a lack of food and 
shelter. They also could organize, often with non-refugees, to lobby for their political 
integration into the new societies they settle. More interestingly still, it is suggested 
throughout that refugees can become an outright force of destabilization in those 
same host communities. This is to say, even if the generic refugee is forgotten in the 
wake of blinkered international aid, or through calculations of realpolitik is effectively 
“cleansed” from his/her homeland, he/she becomes a historical agent elsewhere in the 
world.’ 

To attempt this restoration, I will highlight the contributive force of refugees in a late 
Ottoman and then immediate post-Ottoman context (1878-1939) as it spread across 
the empire's entire geographic reach from the western Balkans, Eastern Anatolia, to 
Southern Arabia. This trans-regional scope will help make the argument that these 
historic peoples and the rapidly changing communities they regularly created (and 
broke apart), played a more significant role in the shaping of the larger modern world 
than is granted them by traditional scholarship. 

To the observant reader, such an intervention may seem redundant. Considering 
the plethora of scholarship on the plight of many of the Ottoman Empire's refugees who 
were dispersed throughout the last 50 years of empire—from Jews, Armenians, Balkan 
and Russian Muslims, Albanians, Arabs, Greeks, and Bulgarians—it would seem this 
topic has been covered already.° As much as this appears true on the surface, however, 
the very manner in which the theme of “refugee” is mobilized in the scholarship 
needs closer scrutiny.° I believe that we need to question how the Ottoman refugee is 
referenced in transitional stories about the birth of post-Ottoman nations, and indeed 
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about the role of the Ottoman Empire's collapse on the development of the “modern 
world” 

Unfortunately, within the confines of Ottoman studies as they stand today, the 
refugee becomes an almost empty category of analysis with very little differentiation 
across temporal and geographic contexts. The refugee is, in other words, a monolith, 
a categorical point of reference made subordinate to a larger narrative about the 
trajectory of the empire and its successor ethno-national states.” When done properly, 
such studies largely succeed in complicating otherwise generic histories that focus on 
relations between states, the acts of political elites, and listing wars and the treaties that 
ended them. 

The heavy focus on treaties and political elite is fully understandable in complex 
countries like Turkey, which is in fact one of the dozen or so post-Ottoman polities 
whose members were made up of refugees and internally displaced peoples (IDP).® 
Indeed, Armenia, Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria, Bosnia, Serbia, Chechnya, Syria, Iraq, 
Palestine, and Albania (Kosovo) all tell some version of the refugee story in their 
national histories. Unhelpfully, scholars tend to evoke the refugees in order to fit 
narrative conventions expected to reinforce the myths of the modern state’s inevitability 
rather than providing a means to understand the complexity of social and economic 
change surrounding their experiences. In other words, the refugee story in the hands 
of the nationalist historian is a retrospective device by which individual and collective 
suffering are made to serve the ascendant nation.’ 

Extending this apparent nation-building role of specific national refugees even 
further, it is the horrors of “ethnic cleansing” that attract the most emphasis in the 
existing literature. In this regard, the collective suffering of “our ancestors” initiates an 
historic “process” deemed necessary to productively “break” from a premodern past.’ 
That is to say, the “historically inevitable” violent collapse of the premodern multiethnic 
empire helps the nation shed its “backward, “Oriental” past and in turn permits it 
to become part of the modern world."’ As such, being victimized castaways of the 
Ottoman “Islamic” Sultanate serves to “restart” a process that had been arrested by so 
many hundreds of years of “Turkish” (or Habsburg/European) imperial occupation.” 

While this may in fact be the prevailing meta-narrative of “the nation,” one that 
varies only slightly in each post-Ottoman society, it often completely distorts the 
complexity of historical events, and is especially prone to depict the protagonists (and 
antagonists) in ways that border essentialist racism. The central complaint lodged 
by this study is that it is impossible for such rigidly defined parameters to accurately 
reflect the dynamics around those peoples living in an Ottoman past. To redress this, 
we will position the refugee (loosely defined to the extent that I include immigrants 
coming from outside the empire, as well as economic migrants, and IDP) and her/ 
his various experiences in indeterminate and complicated ways, allowing for a more 
intricate and perhaps more dynamic historic image to emerge.’ 

One way of accomplishing this is to look specifically at—and thus question—both 
the physical and apparent spiritual migration of various peoples toward the possibility 
of an Ottoman (at times Muslim) “universal” safe-haven. This angle has come relatively 
late in the process of writing this book and is inspired by recent breakthroughs in the 
scholarship. In particular, it was after reading the excellent new book on conversion 
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(and apostasy) by Selim Deringil that it became clear the documents the historian uses 
to decipher the chaotic events of Ottoman collapse offer both barriers to “explaining” 
the violence of the empire's final years, as well as invaluable insights into what was 
possible for so many in these defining moments of survival.’ 

In contrast to any number of studies that necessarily “expose” the violence toward 
“Armenians” as Christians by way of “Muslim” or “Turkish” state (and thus entire 
society) policies of murder, dispossession, and ethnic cleansing, Deringil’s approach to 
the study of religious conversion adds several layers of analysis to the dynamics at work 
in cases of wide-spread human suffering during imperial collapse. Following Deringil’s 
welcome discussion on what is at stake when debating conversion, I am questioning 
further how religious and/or ethno-national “confession” operates as a categorical 
determinant of historical action. I will demonstrate throughout that if not placed into 
a number of contexts through which, in particular, the violence of imperial collapse 
takes place, the utility of categories of analysis like confession, ethno-national identity, 
and thus religious conversion proves misleading. 

Paradoxically, Deringil’s study demonstrates perfectly the need to carefully steer the 
analysis of any interface between competing empires and individual (or community) 
acts of desperation, cunning, deception, or love away from concepts derived solely 
from Western knowledge. As Deringil points out, too many scholars have left the story 
of “Christian” conversion to “Islam” trapped in the larger framework of variations of 
the “clash of civilizations” theme. In this regard, Deringil seems careful enough not to 
assert uniform conclusions to a “theme” of conversion in order to fit it into a normative 
“Great Game” or worse still “Pan-Islamism.” 

As Deringil partially points out himself, much of the reading of the tragedies that 
produced multitudes of Ottoman refugees misses several points. The fact is that these 
transitional peoples were not only physically uprooted, constantly mobile refugees; but 
they were also ideologically, culturally, and economically resilient in their transience. 
In other words, those deemed in the scholarship as the most vulnerable “victims” of 
imperial extension and/or collapse were also those displaced refugees who proved 
capable of adapting to rapidly changing events. Far from being helpless, the refugees 
flooding the Ottoman Empire in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
very much itinerate agents of history. 

Moreover, in their mobile state refugees constantly reorganized previously displaced 
communities. Often, out of their newly created publics, refugee collectives took the 
form of armed militias or social clubs, viable constituencies demanding institutional 
attention. In turn, their potentially disruptive activism led to new regional instabilities. 
Some good examples of the opportunities created by refugee activism are found 
throughout Anatolia and the Balkans in the mid-1870s—activism that proved the 
key window of opportunity for both Russia and the Habsburgs to enter these region's 
domestic affairs.’ 

The resulting 1877-8 Russo-Ottoman war actually instigated yet a new wave of 
refugees whose flight into Ottoman territories simply restarted the many different 
processes of adaptation, violent competition over resources, and political alliance- 
making. These new refugee constituencies had long-term consequences for the way 
the Ottoman state developed vis-a-vis its subjects and the larger world. What I bring 
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new to those works that characterize the result of the post-1878 refugee wave as a 
“resurrection” of peoples whose violent revolts would serve the modern nation-state is 
that I find that these constantly adapting communities proved far more ideologically 
elusive." 

Instead of being unquestioning surrogates for ethnic hatred, persecuting others as 
they were once themselves persecuted, refugees emerging in the 1870s often proved 
to be the most stubborn Ottomans. In face of violence, often perpetrated by de-facto 
mercenary armies of “foreign” men who claimed to be “liberating” them, these stubborn 
Ottomans grasped at reformulating—and often successfully mobilizing—seemingly 
“outdated Oriental” sensibilities. Such gestures often amounted to protecting “Muslim” 
or “Armenian” or “Bulgarian” neighbors from the merchants of war who co-opted 
the useful lie about human incompatibility to help expand what I will characterize 
throughout as the potentiality of Euro-American economic hegemony. Indeed, it is 
this important face-off between resistant Ottoman-era values of cohabitation and 
the “ethnic entrepreneurs” of a new era of possibilities that animated much of the 
1878-1939 period.’ 

A sensitive reading of the different, constantly shifting lives of refugees helps us 
expand on the entire, very violent, later stages of Ottoman rule in areas as diverse as the 
western Balkans, Arabia, and Mesopotamia/Eastern Anatolia. Moreover, what studying 
Ottoman refugees does to redefine the parameters of power relative to individuals and 
the institutions built around them can lend new urgency to the ethical engagement with 
the inherent complexity of present-day refugee catastrophes. To start this however, we 
must consider some of the conflicting agendas at play among those clusters of peoples 
straddling the political and commercial frontiers of the Balkan, Eastern Anatolian, and 
Arabian/Middle Eastern provinces of the late Ottoman Empire. 

In these conflict-ridden spaces, purportedly separating ancient peoples and clashing 
civilizations, I maintain that the violence characterizing those events long associated 
with the causal sources of imperial collapse may more usefully be understood as a 
transitional phenomenon. In other words, conflict emerged from a historically 
contingent set of conditions reminiscent of other, equally vexed locales facing systemic 
violence.'* We need to stop assuming the violence shaping the contours of refugee life 
(let alone the larger population) is endemic to these “non-Western” regions and their 
inhabitants. Instead, it is necessary to believe that the refugee experiences as linked to 
the Ottoman Empire is a living product of specific conditions introduced by, among 
other things, the transformative factors related to expanding finance capitalism and its 
associated methods of state rule. 


Outline of book 


The emergence of finance capitalism created a particular kind of refugee exposed 
to a form of exploitation that increasingly scoured the earth for cheap labor. With 
Greek, Armenian, Albanian, Montenegrin, and Syrian landless peasants loaded onto 
the increasing numbers of ships docking at Ottoman ports, merchants of human toil 
offered developers in the rapidly industrializing North America and the vast untapped 
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agricultural wealth of Latin America cheap labor to join still virgin economies.’ Many 
others joined these economic refugees, including peasants specifically targeted for 
forced expulsion, first by invading armies and then, through negotiation promoted 
by the ascendant Euro-American powers, in diplomatically sanctioned “population 
exchanges.” By 1912, it became part of an operating logic that certain social associations 
characterized by creed or race were “naturally” incompatible with different neighbors 
and were thus necessary victims to service a larger international order seeking to both 
oversee how human labor, and other natural resources, would be “developed” and 
assure such exploitative practices remained fully regulated. 

In the case of the human being as commodity, the negotiated process of forcefully 
separating now ontologically different “races” of potential laborers became the 
precursor to ethnic cleansing, mass murder, and ultimately genocide in the quickly 
conquered Ottoman lands from 1912 onwards.” Increasingly historians are beginning 
to link these disruptions in human communal life as the lucrative source of all kinds 
of new means to “securitize” human beings’ labor.”' What is not entirely clear to most 
who elect to focus on the savagery of this sordid period in Middle Eastern and Balkan 
history is that the same Euro-American powers, via diplomatic meetings or the League 
of Nations, imposing programs of forced population exchanges resulting in millions of 
Ottoman refugees by 1918, were in their own right the perpetrators of the worst kind 
of mass murder, forced migrations, and starvation elsewhere.” 

What arose from those peoples being institutionally coerced to flee from zones of 
conflict were often fly-by-night operations erected to rationalize these now refugees’ 
(re)settlement. Where our story about the Ottoman refugee diverges from this often 
well-told one is that these refugees did not necessarily contribute positively to the 
creation of our current, narrowly defined modern state. In this respect, it may be wise 
not to assume that the “natural” destiny of these temporarily dislocated peoples was 
to form homogenous, modern ethno-national, exclusivist communities. Instead, there 
may be evidence during these periods of violent transition to suggest that these former 
Ottoman subjects persisted in acting in decidedly “Ottoman ways” as much as the 
embittered founders of chauvinistic, exclusionary nation-states. 

This itinerate sensibility that pervaded the refugee experiences is identifiable in, 
for example, Theodora Dragostinova’s crucial revisionist work. Dragostinova explores 
tensions arising within targeted communities facing intermediate choices between 
exile/resettlement and living a “minority” existence in what became Bulgaria. To many, 
these options eventually materialized into ambiguous political niches inhabited by 
“political acceptable amphibians [who] navigated official expectations” and left state- 
building operations in flux as a result.” 

Indeed, Ottoman refugees during the 1878-1939 period often forged alliances that 
cut across otherwise neatly delineated ethno-national, sectarian, and class lines outside 
forces constantly sought to impose. In these alliances, refugee communities resembled 
more a capacious Ottoman revival than the enforced ethnic homogeneity of the nation- 
state. Consider, for instance, Syria and Iraq under French and British occupation from 
1917 until at least the 1930s (see Maps 1, 2, 3, 4). The otherwise “mixed” communities 
proved as much able to defy the international order as vulnerable to manipulation by 
the “divide and rule” tactics of “civilizing” missions sanctioned by the newly minted 
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League of Nations. In this respect, peoples throughout the former Ottoman Empire 
acted in ways that contradicted the pseudo-imperialist taxonomies that international 
interests eagerly sought to use in order to distinguish Shiite, Sunni, Kurds, tribes, 
Armenians, Assyrians, Druze, and Maronite from each other. The same held true 
in the violent period of state-formation in Albania, Yugoslavia, and Turkey after 
World War I, a period when strident policies that criminalized “difference” often faced 
collective responses that revealed an ecumenical spirit that occasionally compelled the 
stream-roller of modernity to redirect.” 

This rejoinder to an otherwise programmatic narrative of post-Ottoman nation- 
building is especially important in the context of the Balkans, Eastern Anatolia, and 
present-day Syria and Iraq. These are all regions which experienced well into the 
twenty-first century forms of state and extra-state funded violence aimed to (de) 
mobilize some form of population politics. This is modernity in its most negative 
sense, a by-product of struggles between Ottoman refugees in transitional settings— 
both physically displaced and ideologically marginalized—that ushered in a new 
world order by way of local ethnic and/or sectarian entrepreneurial intermediaries. 
To ultimately deepen our understanding of how this struggle takes place depends on 
our willingness to revisit a multifaceted intersection of forces during the 1878-1939 
period. More importantly, this elaboration needs to take place outside the confines of 
the standard analytical categories that rule contemporary scholarship.” 

For this reason I am steering this book on refugees away from merely repeating 
the recent scholarship that proves Muslim/Christian or Turkish/Arab hostilities 
did not always set the tone in post-Ottoman societies in the Balkans and Middle 
East, let alone during the empire's last years. These corrective narratives offer an 
abundance of examples of how productive relations cut across simplistic lines of 
distinction. These studies, however, tend to focus only on one set of cases, usually 
located geographically in a relatively small corner of the (former) Ottoman Empire. 
So while this book builds on the excellent work of colleagues, it expands the study 
to cover comparatively these hitherto singularly observed cases of a lingering 
cosmopolitanism and tolerance for the religious and cultural diversity. I look 
intermittently at how such processes compare and contrast in Bulgaria, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, Albania, Anatolia, and Mandate Iraq and Syria, as well as within several 
Ottoman diaspora settings around the world. 

To contextualize these transitional processes, Chapter 1 studies the political economy 
of the late empire. A close reading of the role of international finance as increasingly 
dominated by a small group of banks, debt, and the evolving relationship with land 
as a commodity, for example, can initiate new ways of linking the politics of imperial 
collapse to a new found utility for dispersed, landless peoples as laborers. Perhaps 
ironically, these processes did not all automatically service the emergence of some 
form of ethno-national state throughout the former Ottoman territories, an emergence 
that was contingent and highly variable across post-Ottoman geographies. As such, 
the very dynamics of settling the refugee within a rapidly changing land regime and 
industrialization of finance must be compared across very different settings. I do this 
by first exploring how land ownership and the politics behind land use transformed 
during the course of the Ottoman Empire's last 50 years. 
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Tied to these processes are the structural changes transforming the way states 
interacted in the global economy. Throughout the first three chapters of this book 
I consider the Ottoman state as a mechanism that tried to productively settle 
these refugees (by and large displaced from newly lost lands in Crimea, Caucasus, 
and the Balkans) in order to further emphasize that land management issues 
directly linked with refugee agency in such times of turmoil. That being said, it is 
important to remember that the entire period of Ottoman reforms (conventionally 
understood to span the years 1839 to 1876) underwrote the post-1878 era of this 
refugee resettlement. By 1912 an intact Ottoman Empire was no longer as attractive 
to the strategic calculations of various financial interests as it had been during the 
nineteenth century. 

This waning interest in a unified Ottoman Empire is crucial to start the larger 
argument of this book. A necessary precursor to the disintegration of the Ottoman 
Empire over the nineteenth century, therefore, was the Tanzimat, a period of reforms 
that introduced the kinds of transformations to Ottoman society that blurred the 
intentions of these reforms and left many at the time to wonder whom were they 
supposed to serve.’” By taking into consideration that these proto neoliberal reforms 
reflect very much the kind of social disasters ushered in today by such massive, foreign 
imposed programs that prioritize exposing local economies to “global” markets, we 
can begin to rethink the terminology used to explain this crucial era. The Ottoman 
Empire, and crucially, large numbers of its subjects, many who either became IDPs or 
care-givers of refugees, were exposed to the exploitative forces of global capital. 

The reasons for the growing political turmoil starting in the 1870s become obvious 
when adopting a political economic approach. The rewards for those who ruled—or 
influenced the latter—were great. There were personal emoluments for being pliable, 
incentives that included joint ventures in lucrative trading deals, and even potential 
for celebrity in European media. Similarly, those who wanted to stem the pillaging of 
their homeland out of patriotism (what has been called Ottomanism or unionism), 
needed to gain access to the decision-making offices of the imperial government and 
then securing them by legal or extra-legal means.** This too had political economy 
implications. 

As these reforms launched socioeconomic reorientations, the consequences for 
displaced peoples were varied and profound. At times, and depending on the given 
context, those invested in the spirit of reform completely transformed the manner in 
which they interacted with their putatively destitute refugee brethren. Taking this into 
account allows us to challenge how we understand the effects a set of demographic 
transformations had on the primary stakeholders—the bureaucrats and reformers 
whose Balkan and Transcaucasian homelands were to be lost forever—and thus begin 
the task of inserting refugees into the modern history of the region.” 

This can be done further in Chapter 2 by including questions about how the 
Ottoman state may have evolved into something far more akin to a modern one 
because of its attempts to care for millions of uprooted peoples. I suggest that part of 
the way in which reforms, resistance, and further transformations associated with the 
last century of Ottoman history can be studied is by investigating how the demands 
of provisioning for refugees were met. The need to feed uprooted refugees in times of 
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political and economic collapse gradually clashed with a new calculus among a number 
of stakeholders aiming to profit from this “demand” to eat. 

As such, provisioning for refugees constituted a moral threshold that marked 
the contentious fault lines refugee/internally displaced (post) Ottomans straddled. 
Moreover, refugees’ productive, necessarily “fractious” interface with the agents of 
Euro-American capital created the conflict between the moral necessity to feed refugees 
and those “market forces” seeing value in high demand for resources. It is this conflict, 
I argue, that marked the ultimate point of origin for the modern world. 

Struggles over the control and use of resources are the crucial points of reference to 
understanding when and where Euro-American hegemony begins and ends.” In other 
words, how the “provisional” agendas of the Ottoman state fluctuate in this context 
proves of elementary importance to understanding the dialectical relationship between 
being Ottoman and the new world order. To compliment (if not further complicate) 
these insights I offer in Chapter 3 a detailed analysis of how Ottoman subjects end up 
in neighboring states and principalities during the 1900-18 period. I do this in order 
to raise new questions about how we can actually understand the exiled refugee (in 
the form of “diaspora’) experience in the larger context of the global transformations 
that destroyed the period’s heterogeneous empires. Be they Albanian intellectuals in 
Romania or Egypt, Armenian radicals in Bulgaria, or Russian-born Ottoman “patriots” 
organizing in Paris and Cairo to “reunite” the Empire by way of reinstating the annulled 
constitution of 1876, these quasi-refugees living in neighboring safe-havens offer a 
valuable angle to this story. 

In these translucent settings we find numerous Ottoman actors enjoying a unique 
set of conditions, conditions I frame as a “proximate” dynamic. By being proximal, in 
some cases literally contiguous to the Ottoman political space, these de-facto refugees 
straddle roles otherwise omitted in the post-Ottoman historiography. For scholarship 
that retrospectively fixates on a hero’s rebellion or a political agency focused entirely 
on shaping a post-Ottoman world, the Ottoman refugee inhabiting this transitional 
space complicates the story. Indeed, this contribution by refugees on the immediate 
“fringes” of the Ottoman governed space problematizes the story by fluctuating from 
an intimacy with “domestic” Ottoman concerns to an ability to function outside the 
formal capacity of the state to dictate the parameters of action. This proximate dynamic, 
in other words, mediates between the political agent's exile and the relevance of these 
agents in a variety of settings, both inside the Ottoman Empire and these neighboring 
polities. 

This migrant Ottoman story must at all costs be freed from the political intrigues of 
the era in which the foundational narratives to the present-day nation-state were forged. 
The fact that many of today’s political parties claim legitimacy by associating themselves 
to “founding fathers” has required that historians focus on the political intrigues of 
individual men in Bucharest, Paris, Geneva, and Cairo. The problem is these men and 
the plots they schemed were hardly representative of the larger dynamism in the world 
around them. Considering how secretive these cells in Bucharest, Salonika, Geneva, 
and Paris were (all monitored by either the Ottoman secret police, with the occasional 
assassin at their call, or host governments actively persecuting these early forms of 
“terrorist” cells) they could not productively interact with their fellow Ottomans.*! 
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Yes, their publications have become useful tools to analyze these early developments 
of anti-regime, and even anti-Ottoman, activism. But then again, how representative 
are they of the world in which members of such secret organizations operated within 
the Ottoman proximate? Exploiting these sources can lead to conclusions that are 
speculative at best. In this regard, Chapter 3 is careful to not fall into the trap of 
allowing overly secretive, and in many cases, violently paranoid, political activist 
groups to dictate how we should characterize the diasporic spaces of the Ottoman 
proximate refugee. 

The fact that so many of these groups operated in such self-isolating cells can 
help us speculate as to the kind of political culture these men carried with them after 
“victory” in the summer of 1908. As this “Young Turk” revolution brought temporarily 
into power many from the Ottoman proximate spaces, their subsequent descent into 
factionalism after taking power was predictable; rivalries were already evident while 
in exile as they often played out in the European press. Such earlier tensions were 
only exasperated by the intrigues introduced when they attained power, which in 
turn means their earlier exilic context is crucial to understanding the development of 
ideological orientations that transformed the empire after 1908.* 

That many among these oppositional exiles demonstrated a tendency to 
keep meetings secret and they infuse their publications with abstract symbolism 
accessible only to members left many future “heroes” of the nation operating in 
circles beyond the specific concerns of individual Ottoman citizens. For the Free- 
Masons, whose influential role in the CUP is now beyond a doubt, the dynamics of 
Ottoman transformation bears consideration in the larger context of power circles 
throughout the Euro-American world.* Likewise, the introduction of Anarchism and 
Bolshevism animated internal oppositional politics in the Ottoman world, with the 
Ottoman refugee/diaspora most deeply affected by the rising tide of certain forms of 
polemic.* 

To develop this story further, Chapters 4 and 5 offer a global perspective of 
refugee agency that can serve as a further layer of complexity to the story of Ottoman 
sensibilities which I believe persisted even when Syrians, Arabs, Greeks, Albanians, 
and Armenians lived thousands of miles away. By offering a preliminary survey of 
Ottoman activities as both settlers hoping to find meaningful employment in the 
Americas or Southeast Asia, and Sufi missionaries seeking to transmit a spiritual 
message to places as distinct as Zanzibar and Mindanao, I am offering yet another 
medium through which we can understand evolving Ottoman sensibilities, those 
composed and often vociferously articulated on entirely different continents. 

It is in these Ottoman refugee diasporas, many of which outlive the actual empire, 
that a vision of the world, seemingly outdated by the violence of interethnic/sectarian 
wars and genocides that would ravage the Ottoman homeland by 1912, still proved 
stubbornly relevant. What comes out of these two chapters should be an appreciation 
for how different constituencies emerge with far different immediate and medium-term 
experiences within the process of global transformation that inflicted much suffering 
(and new possibilities) on these itinerate Ottomans. It should also become clear that 
these refugees of a transforming “land-based” empire had, just like their counterparts 
in the Ottoman proximate, a considerable impact on their host societies. In this respect, 
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it bears remembering that most of these Ottoman refugees moved to important points 
of exchange, where the juxtaposition of vastly different political, economic, and social 
forces intersecting at crucial moments (as in Eastern Africa, the Americas, and the 
South China Sea) often turned to exploitation and even depredation. In this regard, 
not only must we begin to tell many different kinds of migrant stories through an 
Ottoman refugee filter, but in equal measure mediate the common story of European 
imperialist violence through the stories of Ottoman refugees serving as middlemen or 
collaborators. 

My main characters are presented as far more varied than the conventional laborers 
seeking new sources of income in an increasingly cash-based global economy. At once 
spiritual as much as economic opportunists, political exiles and uprooted peasants, it 
is both their diversity and their distinctive associations with their new environments 
that make it impossible to fit refugees into a more general narrative. For our purposes 
here, narratives about those whom I see as diverse surrogates for an inarticulate, initial 
gesture of Ottoman spiritual colonialism, are drawn from within Ottoman refugee 
communities often consisting of no more than a handful of Sufi missionaries in 
tropical Central Africa or shop owners in a Mexican village. Many of these itinerate 
men of faith (and their requisite links to commercial interests exploiting the “New 
World”) will prove useful in that they offer a much different perspective on how the 
“modern” world was made. 

By opening up in Chapter 5 a tension within imperial state/administration theory 
and practices I suggest yet another role for the migrant/refugee to play in the modern 
world. After my brief history of how purportedly Ottoman state-led efforts at the 
(partial) institutionalization of religion in the nineteenth century unfolded, it will then 
be possible to offer a detailed rethinking of the causal factors behind both imperial 
policies dedicated to “Islam” and by revealing the internal dynamics behind “Muslim” 
missionary work in the Indian Ocean. As argued, the factors instigating the missionary 
work of a small group of itinerate, nominal Ottoman Sufis, stems not from state policy 
but an indigenous network of constituencies operating at the fringes of the Ottoman 
world. 

While rethinking what possible role the Ottoman Empire played in the larger 
world it will be useful to study these small enclaves of Muslims, many originating 
from non-Ottoman lands and only having tangential, theological/spiritual/ideological 
associations with the empire. I demonstrate that it is the independent work of small 
groups of concerned merchants and Sufi scholars whose activism actually helped 
to redefine the “borderlands” of Islamic “modernism,” inter-imperial rivalry, and 
even the future methods of Euro-American colonialism. From within this doctrinal 
diversity hundreds of itinerate Sufis would engage European power in ways that allow 
us to appreciate the possible integration of missionary-like operations into a larger 
discussion of the politics of empire and religion. To this reorientation of causality, 
we must insist that the context of these global processes remains along the contested 
frontiers of finance capitalism, not in the formal halls of government in London, 
Bombay, Singapore, or Istanbul. It is, in other words, out in Eastern Africa (and by 
extension Southeast Asia), where we begin to appreciate just how dispersed spiritually 
the so-called Muslim world was in the 1860-1900 period.*° 


12 Ottoman Refugees, 1878-1939 


Asa result of their spiritual training and immediate, changing political context from 
which they came, Sufis from the Indian Ocean push the meaning of being a Muslim 
in entirely different directions than desired by any of the state institutions twentieth- 
century scholars have thus far linked to the larger period of “Islamic reform.” In the 
end, rather than a reference to any rigid partisanship with Sultan, socioeconomic 
interest group, or even “religion,” the itinerate Sufi was a missionary for much broader 
(and at the same time, narrower) concerns than the relative place of the Ottoman 
Empire in a world increasingly dominated by Euro-American standards of governance 
and commerce. To make this clearer, however, it is perhaps worth deconstructing the 
value of highlighting those “Islamic” institutions emerging at a time scholars expect to 
indicate the growing influence of “Western” thought and practice. 


Theorizing the refugee in the context of modernity 


Throughout this book we take this effort to undermine the ontological weight of 
these categories of analysis one step further by charting how post-Ottoman state 
and international administrations attempt to forcibly settle the refugees of imperial 
collapse through a complicated set of identity-building mechanisms. This takes place 
at different times in different locales. For instance, as discussed in Chapters 1, 2, and 3 
it is already happening in the Balkans by 1878 (and more comprehensively after 1912), 
while intermittently during World War I in both Anatolia and the Levant. In both 
cases—Ottoman state officials seeking ways of settling refugees and foreign agencies 
compelling refugees to relocate in various, often entirely foreign conditions—there 
are underlying concerns that go beyond the simple need to bring order to otherwise 
chaotic post-conflict settings. The manner in which these peoples are identified 
bureaucratically becomes critical. 

Highlighted by different national historiographies with the intention of convincing 
(perhaps even emotionally blackmailing) us that the quintessential antimodern evil, 
the Ottoman (Oriental) Empire, had to collapse for each of “our” peoples to enter 
into the modern world speaks to a rhetorical project that not only helped destroy the 
Ottoman Empire geographically, but continues to subvert different ways of thinking 
(and talking) about the world. That is, instead of lamenting the destruction of such an 
interesting, cross-cultural heritage that till today lingers in the way people eat, speak, 
and socialize, it was more objectively useful in history books to see the Ottoman 
Empire as an unnatural “mixing” of different races. Cast in these terms, living under 
the Ottoman Empire was a tragic story of Oriental “enslavement” of essentially “white” 
European Christians whose national ambitions could only be served when they lived 
in distinctive enclaves from “others” not of their denomination. The modern answer to 
these crimes was to aggregate religiously diverse peoples into national conglomerates— 
Pan-Hellenism, Pan-Slavism, Pan-Islamism, Pan-Turkism, a German Union or even 
Italy—that more accurately reflected their ethnic and sectarian “identity:”*” 

This type of thinking reached its first peak in the late nineteenth century (specifically 
after the Treaty of Berlin in 1878) as “ethnic” wars broke out in the Balkans. Outsiders 
as diverse as Austro-Hungarian diplomats, former attorneys from the United States, 
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and ethnographers from Switzerland began to propose lasting solutions to these 
seemingly intractable conflicts between different “races.’** But as this book explains, 
through the filter of refugees expelled from, or passing through the Ottoman Empire, 
there is a more complicated set of processes at work that does not surrender easily 
to the reductive use of ethno-national, sectarian, and “ethno-biological” categories to 
explain events as a product of “difference?” 

Considering all that was at stake with assuring that the Balkans (and by extension 
the Ottoman Empire) remain wealth-producing geographies, the European financial 
elite would not countenance this threat to their investment. As argued in Chapter 1, by 
the 1870s, the region as a whole was already integrated into the larger global economy, 
with a vast amount of European and North American money invested in seeing it 
produce hefty annual surpluses. Most of these investments were capital intensive, 
requiring the bond markets to play a heavy role in infrastructure—railroads, bridges, 
and ports—development.” This financial concern was threatened with Russia’s sudden 
military victory over the Ottomans in 1877 and its imposition of a Greater Bulgaria. 
To the consternation of the Euro-American financial elite (and thus their diplomatic 
surrogates), Russia had taken advantage of Ottoman vulnerability as a consequence, 
first, of its reckless decision to default on debt payments to European private banks in 
1875. The Russians then exploited the fact that the Ottoman Empire went through two 
palace coups—an outside hand cannot be entirely discounted—and endured a power 
struggle between the newly enthroned Sultan—Abdiilhamid II (1876-1909)—and a 
powerful bureaucracy.”! 

The source of the financial powers’ concerns was that Russia's sudden victories made 
any repayment of upwards of £200 million on direct loans to the Ottoman Empire (and 
countless millions of investor’s money lent on railroads, lands, and ports) much less 
likely.” Such concerns led to a joint intervention by France, Britain, and Germany in the 
form of the Berlin Congress (1878). The subsequent treaty formally restored Ottoman 
oversight of some of its territories, including an autonomous (but geographically 
truncated) Bulgaria. Crucially, this “solution” immediately imposed “protections” 
that reinforced the new taxonomies of racial difference that brought violence to the 
Balkans. The Ottoman Empire—or at least those representatives allowed to negotiate 
in Berlin—agreed to surrender considerable power to local “autocephalous” Christian 
communities at the expense of their Muslim and Rum Orthodox counterparts.*? What 
was newer, and most volatile, in this arrangement was that communities were loosely 
defined along constantly changing—and thus hotly debated—ethno-national lines.“ 

With so many millions of Ottoman Muslims—and the insolubly “mixed” 
demographics of the Eastern Mediterranean at the time—the fact that a former Ottoman 
administrative order in the region had been compromised by granting Slavic Christians 
extraordinary rights meant violence was always a possibility. As each older power 
structure faced obsolescence, a power vacuum followed, leaving new constituencies 
to struggle over the possibilities of “representing” these reconfigured communities. 
For those recognized in such settings as new “leaders” the rewards were considerable, 
including stipends, government positions, and outside diplomatic protections. 

Obviously, the two major powers most interested in upsetting the British/French/ 
German imposition of balance in the region—the Austro-Hungarian and Russian 


14 Ottoman Refugees, 1878-1939 


Empires—saw this as an opportunity. With the ink on the Berlin Treaty barely dried, 
the two states, parties to the treaty, got to work crippling forever the Ottoman Balkans. 
Their staggered policies—at times cautious, at others recklessly aggressive—clashed 
with the spirit of the Berlin intervention that hoped to put the proverbial “genie/jin” of 
sectarianism back into the bottle. 

In this respect, the events studied throughout are infused with a violence linked 
to an Ottoman political (and external financial) class who, as many rightfully argue, 
juxtaposed their notions of Progress and Modernity with a “native” (traditional) 
primitivism their reforms aimed to eradicate.*© Entangled in Eurocentric thought, 
the way these Ottoman statist elite moved from an Ottoman ecumenical outlook to a 
“secularist, “positivist; and biological materialist worldview, where a modern order 
reigns supreme, did suggest a shift.“” Indeed, the violence—as in genocide and ethnic 
cleansing throughout the 1913-39 period—perpetuated by certain institutions at 
certain times does vitally distinguish the different epochs of social and institutional 
organization covered throughout. 

Where this book differs from other studies of this transitional process is at the point 
of avoiding the claim that the emergence of new forms of governmentality leading to 
violence is necessarily a product of Modernity. The direct linkage of new strategies of 
violence perpetrated by Ottoman officials to Eurocentric ideas of “secular modernity” 
is a dangerous ploy of epistemological colonialism.** The quality of Ottoman violence 
was—even when prosecuted by officials enamored with European statecraft—of 
necessity determined by the specific historical conditions created by the very fact 
of Ottoman refugees being objects of that violence. Thus, Ottoman violence must 
qualitatively differ from violence in historically specific European cases as in North 
Borneo, Oklahoma, or Bengal. 

Put differently, linking these new, historically specific forms of Ottoman state (extra- 
state) violence to a generic “Secular, “Modernist” political sensibility dangerously 
perpetuates an epistemological colonialism of human beings’ past. The many episodes 
of violence in the Ottoman Empire qualitatively differ from the variety (and thus 
diverse forms) of Euro-American forms of violence in that the internal dynamics 
accounting for the “unforgivable” in Eastern Anatolia, for example, must necessarily 
reflect the contingencies created by the presence of many different groups of interests, 
including Ottoman refugees.” 

These tumultuous combinations were unique to their time and places and thus 
deserve to be studied as such. Failing to recognize this mires us in an ideologically 
gerrymandered version of history, one that treats as “criminal” otherwise familiar 
forms of secular state violence that merely reflect the attributes of an essentially false 
modernity grasped at by the quintessential “Turkish” parvenu. The insistence that 
Ottomans merely aped the ways of Europeans while performing the acts of “savages” 
simply perpetuates a project of the so-called victors of history incriminating others for 
the same crimes they themselves have committed. 

One of the consequences of reducing the story of the refugee’s role in telling the 
modern story is that such violence becomes the primary element shaping the experiences 
of most post-Ottoman societies. The danger is then in allowing this violence to dictate 
how we interpret relations between antagonists in very dynamic settings. It is perhaps 
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not entirely accurate to frame the dynamics around the refugee in terms of hatreds 
that often replace deeper analysis of the events shaping the way in which the empire 
collapsed. Anthropologists like Goran Aijmer and Anton Blok argue, for instance, that 
understanding violence as a symptom of some type of societal dysfunction or as a 
“senseless” phenomenon expresses value judgments derived from normative notions 
of the state’s monopoly over legitimate violence. So in some cases violence becomes 
irrational, a charge projected exclusively onto the acts of the colonized population or in 
postcolonial revisionist narratives that try to legitimize violence in terms of a relative 
heroic struggle for liberty.” 

I would suggest that violence may be more usefully considered a form of interaction 
that reflects specific moments that warrant contextualization—what Blok terms a 
“thick description of cases of violence’—in order to avoid reducing assassination, 
expulsion, mass conversion, or starvation to something senseless, irrational or, on 
the other side, unequivocally heroic. That is to say, the goal with studying the violent 
refugee experience, be they linked to ethnic cleansing or a “state liberation” program, 
is to question the form, and thus meaning, of violence that constantly shifts in different 
socioeconomic, political, spiritual, and at times even geographic contexts.*! 

This paranoid European inscription of Ottoman violence as primitive, savage, 
and crucially, wantonly cruel demands that “Turks” and “Muslims” must remain 
qualitatively different in order that secular modernity’s violence remains productive 
in the teleology of the Euro-American world. This not only results in the continued 
quest to colonize the “Oriental” savage’s physical geography by way of post-Ottoman 
Mandates issued by the League of Nations, but to also make sure that we reinscribe the 
history of their institutions as perpetually barbarous vis-a-vis the equally imagined 
modernity still in the making.” Thus it is the double project of exonerating the 
victors of World War I from their own culpability to human suffering and rhetorically 
maintaining the neat divide between “secular liberalism” and the sectarian and ethnic 
hatreds that ruined the peoples of Anatolia, a vast “savage” land waiting the stern hand 
of modern European administration.” 

Approaching the devolution of the Ottoman state as a contingent, heterogeneous 
process, a process that saw its final phase commanded by politicians who touted (often 
for self-serving, purely “political” reasons) the organic primacy of the nation-state, 
actually proves vital to the larger revisionist story of the modern world. Tragically, the 
project of nationhood too often became a project of chauvinistic “disidentification” 
with a still unclear set of “others” that required the use of violence to realize.** In this 
respect it is not entirely surprising that men who perpetrated the most horrific crimes 
were later heralded as the “modern” founders of Turkey. Crucially, they are remembered 
(and admired) in the Euro-American world precisely because they effectively (and 
violently) erased Ottoman (Islamic, Armenian Catholic, Rum Orthodox) heritage in 
order for Turkey to fully integrate with the modern world.*° Ironically, what made it 
no longer possible for a still sizable contingent of loyalists to Ottoman values to resist 
the rise of the distinctive “Turkish” nationalism was the opportunistic invasion by the 
empire’s Balkan neighbors in 1912.°° 

The resulting millions of dislocated peoples flooding into the “Anatolian” heartland 
created the opportunity to bring to the fore an entirely new sensibility which 
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overwhelmed the tattered principles of Ottoman patriotism. In the place of “unity” 
and “justice” the “modern” concepts of race, population science, and nation reign 
supreme. Tellingly, as it played out in the Balkans, and for much of the Middle East 
under a post-Ottoman French and British occupation regime, generic sectarian and 
tribal categories became the tools of choice to perform the tasks of administration.” As 
already discussed above, while ubiquitous in the documentation, these tools of analysis 
utterly fail to help us understand just what was happening to the Ottoman refugee/ 
migrant in any number of contexts. 

Almost everyone writing on these difficult topics, especially regarding Armenians, 
constructs an Anatolian (or Middle East or Balkans) context that necessarily ignores 
the persistent “normality” of cohabitation and naturalizes the exceptional. Moreover, by 
insisting we study events by way of the invoking of generic “Armenian” and “Muslim” 
categories in ways that anachronistically assert disidentification—separation— 
processes leaves us with little space to operate. It is hoped that we could begin to feel 
an obligation to steer away from preordaining these events that were in fact built atop 
dynamics of multiple contextual factors intersecting at entirely unpredictable times 
and places.* 

Invaluably, Taner Akcam’s careful reading of newspapers and state-produced 
documents identifies an ideological turn whereby the “idea of a homogenous” polity 
becomes a possible supplement and eventual replacement of sensibilities of “union”? 
This was not, however, an inevitability. Ottoman union remained important enough 
that a majority of those on the “Muslim,” “Christian,” “Jewish” “sides” took to the streets 
in demonstrations in 1908 calling for “union” and indeed, died by the hundreds of 
thousands to protect it in the “decade of war” beginning in 1911. Far from the visceral 
chauvinism directed at ever-changing “enemies,” the Ottoman world(s), or “Islam,” or 
“Rum Orthodox Christians” of themselves do not provide the ingredients for modern 
holocausts. Violence, in other words, does not erupt because these societies are 
“mixed” and are just waiting for systemic break-down to unleash primordial hatreds 
pent up in the hearts of every patriotic Serb, Albanian, Arab, Turk. What does in large 
part account for the vicious turn must be put into intersecting contexts involving an 
entirely haphazard rise of certain kinds of ideological orientations from within the 
bowels of Euro-American Empire. 

What studying the role of the global Ottoman refugees offers in this respect is a 
perspective of an individual’s willingness to survive. The Ottoman refugee throughout 
this book proves her/his ability to straddle epochs when empire, once serving as a legal, 
cultural, and economic point of reference, transformed into a far more aggressive, 
bureaucratically interventionist modern state servicing at times external financial 
interests more than the needs of a diverse citizenry. As such, in the context of European 
imperialism, as intimately entwined with the interests of Euro-American finance 
capitalism, the period in which Ottoman refugees interface with these global historical 
forces resists being just a story of devastating alienation. 


Prelude to Disaster: Finance Capitalism and 
the Political Economy of Imperial Collapse 


Introduction 


If one had to summarize how researchers account for Ottoman imperial collapse, 
the seemingly premodern social order of the larger society most fits the bill. Scholars 
working on the Balkans and Middle East long associated the linked social loyalties 
determining such orders with incumbent characteristics of “Oriental” (and violent) 
backwardness in mostly socioeconomic and ultimately implicit, if not explicitly 
used. biological terms. Among the primary characteristics believed most crucial to 
understanding the disastrous social conflicts arising from such backwardness was the 
so-called “pre-capitalist” economy based on “subsistence production” and “limited 
external trade potential.”' In this regard, Ottoman cultural diversity proved a detriment, 
not an asset in the modernizing world; worse still for scholars speculating on the causes 
behind Ottoman collapse, the forced integration of the Empire into the modern world 
unleashed inherent conflicting interests of hitherto “suppressed” ethno-national and 
sectarian aspirations. As scholars and contemporary diplomats alike claimed, it was 
these aspirations and archaic loyalties that ripped “premodern” social hierarchies apart 
and opened the door for the modern nation-state. 

Beyond such normative sociological explanations, other scholars have tended 
to veer toward political economic accounts that emphasize the obsolescence of the 
exploitative system under which Ottomans supposedly lived. The most elaborate of 
these interpretations associate the unleashed ethno-nationalist aspirations of Ottoman 
peoples with their cumulative frustrations behind their being economically exploited. 
Ultimately, scholars stressing this aspect have embraced the notion that a litany of 
socioeconomic causal effects contributed to both institutional break-down and the 
incumbent violence between the empire's peoples. This violence ultimately brought 
down the empire. 

While there is little dispute that violence, much of it domestic, contributed to the 
weakening of the Ottoman state, as this chapter will set out to explain, some other 
contributing factors have remained obscure to post-imperial observers. I account 
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for this neglect the fact that there remains utility in emphasizing the same ethno- 
nationalist, sociological, and sectarian forces that are constantly mobilized in the 
twentieth (and still in the twenty-first) century to secure political and economic power 
for a set of vested interests. In other words, as seen today in analysis on the violence in 
the Middle East, reference to generic sectarianism or tribal rivalries substitutes for any 
deeper examination into social and structural change. Yet, as much as social scientists 
and Euro-centric historians insist ethnic, tribal, or religious “difference” remains at 
the root of almost all conflict in the “third” world today, there may be a need to return 
to those now considered “out dated” suspicions that “capitalist” forces also contributed 
to shaping the contours of modern violence. More importantly, investing some time 
to consider the manner in which Ottoman state reforms in particular, proposed and 
imposed by a group of Ottoman nationalists (Young Ottomans/Young Turks), may 
be a more useful way to analyze the processes in which the Empire and its refugees 
proved a global force of change rather than simple victims sitting on the peripheries 
of history. 

Indeed, in the context of state-building reforms that are today universally 
known as products of the Tanzimat era, efforts by Ottoman patriots (and agents of 
external finance capital with conflicted loyalties) may have at once thwarted efforts 
to completely subordinate the Empire to the whims of capitalist expansionism while, 
paradoxically, actually serving as the incubator for what only later could be associated 
with “Modernity.” That is to say, the social engineering and concomitant state-building 
agendas of Young Ottoman/Turk “unionists” differed little from counter-parts in the 
Euro-American world in that there was a core struggle between competing financial 
interests and hitherto entrenched indigenous sociopolitical interests.? Crucially, 
these tensions translated into the kind of productive “friction” that induced in rapid 
succession many new kinds of governing strategies among the most patriotic Ottomans 
and disloyal agents of international finance capital. The emergence of such constantly 
reconfiguring political, economic, and social constituent groups, and the necessary 
conflicting sets of interests they represented, ultimately manifested in politically 
significant events.’ 

Much as with the best of revisionist European historiography, our task here is not 
to anachronistically impose ethno-national or sectarian significance to these events 
but rather steer our analysis towards rethinking these events as parts of possibly 
contradictory, still indeterminate human community trajectories that at crucial 
moments intersected to produce specific moments that sometimes (rather than 
necessarily always) contributed to forces that link Ottoman collapse to the larger 
post-WWI story of “Modernity-’* At this point it is useful to further elaborate on 
how various contradictory, and crucially, constantly modifying, sets of constituent 
interests interacted and disaggregated over the long nineteenth century; studying such 
engagements actually offers a more satisfying account for what transpires over the 
1878-1939 transitional period covered throughout. 

In order to avoid the determinism of previous accounts, however, we must always 
emphasize that the Ottoman relationship with the rest of the world (but primarily with 
emerging European empires) was complex. Such statements seem today self-evident, 
considering the vastness of the scholarship on the Ottoman Empire. But behind the 
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veneer of so much detail, the underlying assumptions about Ottoman destiny— 
subordination to “modernity” and thus historical obsolescence—leave little room for 
nuance with respect to the kind of relationship Ottoman subjects shared with each 
other and their varied, often hostile “outside” world. 

Other than clashing proto-nationalisms, the notion that the Ottoman’s cultural 
complexity was a source of its demise applies most directly to the empire’s economic 
relationships with the larger world. With the benefit of hindsight, the association of 
the more than 23 million diverse peoples living in the Ottoman Empire with economic 
marginalization vis-a-vis the juggernaut of Western Capitalism indeed seemed 
inevitable. The “obvious” collapse seems to justify the conclusion that such a composite 
of human diversity inevitably fell victim to the larger “modernizing forces” of the 
global economy and the magnetic appeal of Western liberalism. For the historian with 
a global, comparative perspective, however, such linear narratives unhelpfully obscure 
both the forces involved in this seemingly straight-forward process of “civilization’s” 
ascendency and the principal agents involved.* One way to avoid such false conclusions 
is to recognize that the Ottoman economy dominated much of the Mediterranean 
world in the nineteenth century. 


Revisiting Ottoman economic relations 


As a correction this chapter reexamines the causes of imperial financial collapse and 
asks whether they truly reflect an intrinsic systemic failure unique to the Ottoman 
Empire. Ottoman “collapse,” in other words, may rather hint at signs of calculated 
multidirectional attacks on a vital rival from hitherto exculpated sources. Indeed, far 
from being an impediment, the empire's strengths were in its human diversity, industrial 
innovativeness, and agricultural productivity. In fact, to some crucial outside interests, 
this Ottoman capacity to produce wealth proved both a long-term threat to their own 
expansionist aims and at the same time an attractive source of potential revenues if 
properly harnessed. 

In this sense, among those responsible for Ottoman demise was an emergent Euro- 
American financial oligarchy. Private banks that were extensions of vast family networks 
in particular proved central to processes which ultimately led to the incremental 
disaggregation of the empire. This staggered process of land sequestration, forced 
migration, and labor exploitation often resulted in the brutalization of millions of 
people trapped in conflicts over increasingly privatized and commoditized resources, 
which in opportunistic ways were reframed in later scholarship as unique reflections 
of ethno-national (or sectarian) rivalry. In fact, this process needs to be studied as 
gradual and external to primordial “hatreds” between “different” peoples forced to 
live in close proximity. Social collapse marketed ex post facto as ethnic hatreds did 
not happen overnight, but followed several different trajectories that took their 
final shapes after considerable adaptation. In other words, Ottoman collapse(s) was 
contingent on a number of factors that as much reflect a variety of indigenous actors’ 
interests informed by local processes as those of the banking houses in Paris, London, 
Frankfurt, Vienna, and Milan.° 
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Taking this last suggestion into account, it may be useful to revisit the intricacies of 
various sectors of the Ottoman economy in relation to the contested political arenas 
germinating within, along, and beyond the empire’s borders. I suggest this because 
over the nineteenth century, the contours of political and economic interactions 
actually consisted of multiple layers, with Euro-American banking families being only 
one. At any number of intersections it is possible to see that the empire's dynamic 
regional economies were attacked, or in less pejorative terms, “integrated” by an often 
concerted, unified block of foreign interests. For example, in the reform period that 
evolved from an internal political crisis between the central state and insubordinate 
regional governors, the empire's relative economic stability increasingly hinged on the 
extent to which disparate, still competing groups of foreign financial interests devoted 
resources to either sustain or destabilize Ottoman socioeconomic life. 

For much of the eminently important Tanzimat reform period (1839-76), such 
foreign pressure was mediated by an Ottoman administrative capacity to innovatively 
resolve local political crises. At a crucial point, however, a number of intersecting 
interests, both within and outside the empire, developed irreconcilable differences. 
This in the end resulted in a clash between legitimate Ottoman patriots, among whom 
were known Young Ottoman reformers, and an increasingly emboldened financial 
capitalist class by then fully in control of Euro-American central banks (and thus 
global money supplies).’ Confrontations over who would control the resources of the 
territories still within Ottoman authority invariably led to an entirely new form of 
foreign interference in the domestic matters of the empire. This kind of interference 
could only happen with the cooperation of segments of Ottoman society. 

To best capture how this contentious, often very violent (but productive) “friction” 
between a distinctive European “liberalism” and an “archaic” Ottoman polity translates 
into processes of historic import, this chapter interweaves refugees into the story of 
finance capitalism's penetration into the disparate Ottoman territories. This is done to 
stress again the key understanding of indigenous events as products of local initiative. 
As much as the story of Ottoman subordination to global forces depends on the role of 
“the West,” the still missing link between Euro-American financial interests, their local 
surrogates among the Young Ottoman reformers or CUP statists emerging after 1908, 
and various refugee constituencies deserves serious consideration. 

Possible candidates for this missing historical force are family-run trading houses. 
They include the Rallis brothers, known as the lessor Rothschilds. Having established 
a firm first in Chios, they expanded to Izmir, Istanbul, to Malta, Livorno, and then 
London on the back of major deals with British-based financial interests. Another 
group, the Armenian brothers Toumantiantz, started in the Caspian Sea and expanded 
to Odessa, Moscow, Vienna, and Paris.* 

It is precisely at the point when we integrate the activity of such indigenous 
conglomerates that questions of how to label the principal actors thus become 
crucial: As much as racial, sectarian, and ethno-national categories have attracted 
the scholarly attention on modern identity politics, the ever-present “refugee” may 
prove to offer a set of alternative angles to understanding the transitional era that so 
much involves domestic and international finance. Adducing the formation of new, 
constantly fluctuating constituencies in the Balkans, Anatolia, and larger Middle East 
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will radically problematize the narrative of straightforward financial domination 
and open space for historical actors that were formerly paralyzed by conventional 
narratives of “Modernity.” What makes the story of these agents (or products) of 
change (destruction) in the service of expansionist liberalism more complicated still is 
that they became entangled with a new kind of socioeconomic order, one which can be 
clarified by a political-economic analysis of its constituent events. 


A summary of the long nineteenth century 


Ironically, the heart of the Ottoman Empire’s problems in the late nineteenth 
century lay in the success of its regional economies over much of the early modern 
period. Indeed, by the turn of the nineteenth century, these regional economic 
accomplishments became the engine for the creation of powerful regional polities. In 
areas as diverse as Serbia (around Belgrade), Tunisia, Kurdistan, the western Balkans, 
and Egypt, a class of local notables (or dydn) emerged to reconstruct relations between 
the distant central government and the provinces.’ As these regions developed new 
commercial relations with neighboring (non-Ottoman) polities, the emergent ruling 
elite (often a forgotten coalition of beneficiaries-cum-patrons of the “Great Men” 
including merchants, local bankers, and numerous international go-betweens, such 
as Lord George Byron, in the case of Yanya/Janina) often established diplomatic 
relations beyond the formal oversight of the Ottoman Sultan, technically still these 
ruling elites’ sovereign.’° As long as these powerful regional polities continued to pay 
their annual dues to Istanbul, however, their quasi-independent states were left alone 
to economically outpace the Ottoman state itself. In time, the economic wealth of 
these regions translated into greater ambitions for their ruling elite. The tensions over 
ultimate control of the regional state’s revenue, as in areas north of Mosul, Egypt, 
or throughout the Balkans, constituted the classic interface between the Ottoman 
Empire and its regional subjects. 

Generally treated as a negative, such relations also could be seen as an impetus 
to all kinds of reforms that allowed for new forms of cooperation. Such productive 
“frictions, in other words, laid the foundation for new polities to emerge. Dervis 
Pasha, for instance, after battles with Sipki Communities (Asiret) based throughout 
Erzurum and Van provinces, adopted polices that proved instrumental to infusing 
Eastern Anatolian regions with direct state rule. The nature of these struggles was how 
to best use the rich lands and access to their revenues." 

Similar “domestic” political relations affected the way power would be distributed. 
In the particular case of Mehmed Ali of Kavala and company, for example, they would 
not only reconquer Egypt in 1805 on behalf of Sultan Mehmed II—and then the holy 
cities of Mecca and Medina in 1811-12 from Wahhabi/Saudi fanatics—but would then 
use the opportunity to expand the Egyptian army to the point that it became a regional 
superpower. Using innovative (some insist “European’) organizational tactics, Egypt's 
regime captured much of the Nile Valley (Sudan and parts of highland, present-day 
Jimma, Ethiopia) by way of a newly created, well-trained standing army.” With the 
accumulated wealth this effective governance generated in Egypt, the regime in Cairo 
became an expansionist power par excellence.'’? The resulting combined military and 
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economic power ultimately led to a direct conflict with an increasingly weak Ottoman 
central state. 

The subsequent challenge to Istanbul’s rule culminated in the 1840s with the 
loss of much of its ability to exert influence over vital revenue-producing territories 
like Syria/Palestine—territories that by 1832 were under the governorship of 
Mehmed Ali’s son, Ibrahim, and his tight circle of local allies."* At the heart of such a 
confrontation was the economic juggernaut that created the region’s first industrial- 
scale agricultural projects. Such capital-intensive projects entailed the investment of 
many years of future annual tax revenue to transform the Nile, its vast delta region, 
and then much of the “occupied” Levant to service the production for export of as 
much wheat, sugar, and cotton as possible.'!° These massive physical works included 
the expansion of ports, and, in the case of Cukurova in present-day southeast Turkey, 
building a brand new industrial/farming zone for the production of cash crops." 

Conventional studies of this process focus almost entirely on the impressive 
institutional developments and the structural transformations linked to the growing 
power of the central state. There seems to be, however, some important issues not 
addressed by traditional narratives, namely, the epochal financial “evolution” initiated 
by Ottoman provincial actors. One useful, entirely new way of looking at these 
developments is to understand that Mehmed Ali’s expansionist state was not only 
an early version of the modern colonialist state geared to expand capitalist interests 
far and wide, but may indeed have served as the model which European capitalists 
and the Ottoman Tanzimat reformers applied to their own state-led developments in 
both industry/manufacturing and military/policing sciences by the 1840s.!” Whatever 
conclusion we reach concerning the impact Egypt's ruling oligarchy’s state-building 
experience had on the future of European/Ottoman modernization, it is clear that their 
Egypt (as had the earlier regime of Ali Pasha of Tepelen in the western Balkans and its 
dangerous alliances with first Napoleon and then Russia or the Habsburgs) threatened 
a number of external interests.'* 

If we can understand what assortment of interests was affected by the rise of Egypt’s 
regime as a regional, if not potentially global, power, it may then be possible to ask 
why such a fine-tuned wealth extraction operation needed to be stopped. It just may 
be that the Egyptian regime's expansionist power, at the expense of a clearly weak and 
fully exposed Ottoman Sultanate, may have had the potential to become the most 
powerful state in the region. As the regional superpower, Egypt by definition would 
then threaten the commercial inroads which various English and continental financial 
interests started to make in the western Indian Ocean world.’ This is where a new 
orientation was imposed on the entire region. 

The primary concern facing European lobbyist was a virtually incoercible Egypt- 
dominated Ottoman Empire that would likely have reversed recent concessions 
Istanbul gave to European merchants by scandalously opening its lucrative domestic 
markets to cheap imports. Most importantly, a powerful, reconfigured Ottoman state 
under Egyptian leadership would have halted any eventual drive to pillage the vast 
human and natural resources found in the blessed lands of the Ottoman realm.” In 
the end, the emergent financial cartel of Europe beginning to realize the potential for 
global hegemony would not countenance such a threat in this strategically important 
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region. And while the joint intervention of European militaries—again, in the service 
of financial interests—did contain Egypt, this did not mean complete subordination of 
an empire that was still a decentralized, region-based cluster of polities. 

By the time of the last great dydn of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century, the Ottoman Empire constituted a fertile set of contradictory interests whose 
complex interactions transformed the way the rest of the world could both directly and 
indirectly act within its borders.”' One aspect of this crucial transitional period was 
how it informed the needs of a rapidly growing finance capitalist sector in Europe.” 
While the agenda in retrospect was to capture larger and larger portions of the world’s 
wealth, at the time, such ambitions may not have been fully formed. It was, as argued 
throughout, the manner in which individual, often competing coalitions of Euro- 
American financial interests, engaged different segments of Ottoman (and other) 
societies that explains the kind of “system” that emerged. In other words, the story of 
the rise of a new form of colonial/imperial enterprise and its codification as an order 
is told by the distinctive qualities of the interest groups most likely to profit from a 
changing world order. 

The private banking families of Rothschild, Péreire, Baring, Warburg, Oppenheim, 
and Morgan were the primary beneficiaries of this global transformation. Their 
tentacles had, by the mid-nineteenth century, reached the inner halls of Euro- 
American political (and thus military) power. They also established crucial 
influence with banking families—eventually absorbing them—in Bombay, Japan, 
and most of Eastern Asia. At the same time, however, we must foreground this fact 
with the story of Europe’s often violent relationship with the Ottoman Empire and 
its varied peoples. As will become clear by looking closely at the role refugees (or 
economic migrants) played in this complicated century-long interface, much of the 
violence afflicting the empire had a direct link to the manner in which the Ottoman 
state and its citizens were integrated into the still emerging global structures of 
finance capitalism. More importantly, such conflict had significant impacts on 
how these Ottomans accommodated the development of global finance capitalism. 
Crucially, this process lacked uniformity and thus resists any linear explanation; 
one must instead study different events at different times that took place in seeming 
isolation. 

It was a result of the productive works of regimes around dydn like Mehmed Ali 
that the Ottoman Empire became one of the many jewels that eluded European private 
financial interests in the early nineteenth century. In this respect, the Ottoman Empire 
was the only major state to have never borrowed money from foreign banks, a distinction 
that lasted until the early 1850s. Until the Crimean War, the Ottoman Sultan and the 
state offices borrowed from multiple indigenous Jewish and Armenian bankers, such 
as Isaac Camondo and Antoni Pirianz. This situation would soon change, however, as 
European trading houses and private banks salivated over the possible earnings in, for 
example, the still untapped tax revenue potential of the empire. French observers, for 
one, realized some serious needs for fine-tuning the budget of the empire, seeing that 
so little of its potential tax revenue was ever collected. Clearly to those who reported 
back to French financial interests, the Ottoman Empire was a ripe fruit waiting to be 
picked.” 


24 Ottoman Refugees, 1878-1939 


How private financial interests would harvest this imperial fruit depended on the 
extent to which they would leverage their positions against partnerships with local 
Ottomans. Indeed, it is hard not to connect the regular concessions granted to British 
and French commercial interests with the pledges to prop up the flagging Ottoman 
government against quasi-independent regional governors who continued to resist 
European economic predators. To begin taking advantage of the new found leverage 
over the Ottoman Sultan, Paris and London-based financial circles sought to integrate 
targeted regions into their sphere of influence. One way of realizing these monopolistic 
ambitions was the introduction of new social organizational mechanisms that 
specifically favored one “group” over others. As a result of the concessions the besieged 
regime in Istanbul had to make to those who “saved” it from rebellious Egypt, highly 
productive areas around Adana and coastal Syria (regions recently developed by the 
Egyptian colonial regime) were partially subordinated to French-based investment 
interests. These concessions represent one aspect of the “opening” of the regional 
economy deemed crucial in the historiography.” 

As a result of the flooding of imports protected from custom duties unconnected 
locals still had to pay, many Ottoman (mostly Muslim) merchant houses collapsed. This 
in turn contributed to a rapidly changing socioeconomic power dynamic in the region, 
especially in respect to who controlled land. Not only would a new kind of merchant 
elite emerge in soon-to-be booming port towns like Mersin, Jaffa, and Beirut, but the 
eventual commodification of the agricultural and mining sectors of these economies 
completely transformed the relationship inhabitants had with each other, their land, 
and the empire at large.”° As we learn from numerous studies of this period, the tragic 
result in larger Syria was decades of intermittent civil war between newly constituted, 
and legally defined, “sectarian” (millet) groups.” 

In the process of carving out this “sphere of interest,” French-based bankers, in 
particular, insisted on instituting modifications to the way local “Levantine Catholics” 
(known as Maronites) interacted with the Ottoman state. As charted by Ussama 
Makdisi among others, this introduction of sectarianism in Greater Syria resulted 
in the eventual violent disaggregation of once “mixed” local communities.** The 
subsequent reterritorialization of the regional economy into “spheres of influence” 
made Syria (and the larger empire) into a kind of tribal, ethnic, racial, and/or sectarian 
“patchwork” that, like the Balkans and Africa later in the century, crumbled. At 
the forefront of this process were policies of intervention administered by a newly 
empowered “international order” informed by social scientific objectifications that 
asserted the modern world (and the civilization Europeans exclusively claimed) would 
not countenance the ontological “other” living in such close proximity. 

Such abstract logics manifested themselves most prominently on Mt Lebanon and 
the Balkans (see Map 1.1). As elsewhere, these processes resulted in the alienation of 
peasants from their land, the rise of industrial-scale farming, and subsequent mass 
migrations first to regional cities, and then to the larger world. In what now reads as a 
perfect storm (in fact manufactured in Europe), the monetization of local economies 
with private banking paper added to the ruinous, conflict-inducing concessions 
granted to surrogates of French, British, and later German financial oligarchs. By 1840, 
under pressure from a number of outside interests, the Ottoman State decreed that all 
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salaries and, more importantly, all taxes due to the state, had to be paid in a central 
treasury-issued currency. Overnight, communities once thriving in circulating silver 
or gold coin originating from various sources, or even simply paying taxes in kind, 
such as wheat or livestock, became subservient to a money “system,” At its heart was 
the decision to monetize the Ottoman economy and force state subjects to pay taxes in 
this currency, which was de facto the private issuance of European banks. 

It is often overlooked that this monetization of local economies constituted the 
backdrop of Tanzimat reform edicts. Crucially, a result of the enforced introduction 
of a state-backed currency (collateralized debt) was that many formerly autonomous 
economic circles were now, for better or worse, linked to the imperial treasury and 
the empire’s debt obligations. With this fact in mind, the question then arises: Who 
actually controlled this money supply and what influence would this power have on 
inflation and the periodic “bubbles” that characterized the global economy going 
forward?” 


Charting Ottoman state subordination to European financial interests 


As suggested above, crucial to these foreign financial interests’ initial successes was 
getting officials to rewrite Ottoman trade laws.*' More important still, foreign interests 
sought to assure that liberal-minded reformers infiltrated the Ottoman bureaucracy. 
These reformers were expected to help enforce measures which would in the next 
century play a central role in the emergence of a distinctively modern form of state 
violence that would enforce the dispossession of so much of these regional peoples’ 
wealth.” In fact, it was such a cadre of reformers who pushed through the destructive 
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new free-trade agreements that made the empire's trade regime the “most liberal in the 
world?* 

This formal alliance with factions emerging within the Ottoman bureaucracy did 
not yet, however, mean absolute control over regional economies. Indeed, challenges to 
early efforts to “liberalize” regional economies, such as tax revolts and land consolidation 
in regions as distinct as Prizren in Kosovo, Botan in Diyarbakir, and throughout Syria, 
reveal that such measures as much threatened investments in regional economies as 
opened them up.* Perhaps ironically to some today, the economic “liberalization” many 
of the Euro-American finance capitalists sought required greater direct state control of 
these disparate territories. This issue ultimately links back to enforcing monopolistic 
agendas, which, as already seen in Britain's enclosure laws and the Euro-American 
genocidal expulsion of native peoples in the Americas, required alienating people from 
their life-sustaining homelands and creating large numbers of landless peoples.* 

Within the Ottoman bureaucracy, however, there were concerns that any 
termination of Ottoman government oversight, no matter how weak, would result 
in violent struggles between still competing European interests and large numbers of 
people capable of resisting European encroachments. In light of the thinking that the 
Ottoman Empire’s long-term survival necessitated streamlining its coercive abilities 
and command over the economic production of still powerful regional interests, 
subsequent efforts to balance the need to “keep the peace” and please British and 
French representatives led to some rather unique forms of government.* To be sure, 
the Tanzimat Reforms, as such, were not uniformly applied, and certainly experienced 
very different receptions in the empire’s vastly diverse territories. 

As is well known now to Ottoman historians, this de-facto command economy, 
managed from state offices, was not entirely possible where the requisite “monopoly” 
of violence did not yet exist. Without this monopoly, Ottoman reforms would not only 
have to service the needs of outsiders, but continue to strive to find a balance between 
subordinating regions to the central state, and maintaining order by way of power- 
sharing partnerships.” This constituted the important dynamism in the Ottoman 
economy, where the bureaucratic elite must not be treated as an ideological monolith, 
but composed of competing factions whose conflicting designs for the Ottoman 
future were tempered by the relative ability of regionally based subordinates to work 
productively with locals, including refugees. 

For our purposes, these often contradictory and frequently antagonistic sensibilities 
manifested themselves within the transforming Ottoman bureaucracy. Often, the 
debates among the governing elite were about schemes aimed at how to best rationalize 
the state's relations with the plethora of actors in the territories. As we see throughout 
the Tanzimat period, Ottoman policies entailed not so much the collective ambitions 
of newly formulated political factions, but the discursive (and thus imagined social and 
political) boundaries separating modern liberal values that denigrated “tradition” Such 
hostility to the lingering primitivism of so many who ended up refugees conveniently 
reinforced the doctrines of these “Westernized” Ottoman statesmen that the only hope 
to save an empire from this collective fate of demographic chaos was to “educate” 
its lingering “savage” rural population. By bringing everyone up to a basic standard 
of “civilization,” the empire just might be saved from a destiny of socioeconomic 
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upheaval and eventual destruction. This aggressive Social Darwinism was in some 
hands, modified into a patriotic “Ottomanism” that still motivated so many within the 
empire—Muslims, Christians, and Jews of various linguistic, geographic origin.** 

In contrast there were still those who held onto a stubborn belief in an Ottoman 
sensibility that could offer citizens the sustenance to endure the at times horrendous 
individual and collective suffering. That is to say, there were still powerful divisions 
within the competing Ottoman elite over how to proceed with reform, but the goal 
was still to keep the empire intact. So on one side, would-be European liberals 
increasingly denigrated large parts of Ottoman society as backward, and thus leading 
to the application of “disciplinary” violence against them. They coupled this blatant 
adoption of European racist epistemologies with notions of “science” and “freedom” as 
linked to the corrective power of open markets, which led many Ottoman statesmen 
to advocate the unhindered integration of the Ottoman Empire into the global 
financial system.* In contrast, Ottoman patriots and many still entrenched communal 
leaders of “tradition’—from the Rum Orthodox Patriarch to self-identified Muslim 
intellectuals—stressed empathy, grace, and honor as enduring societal assets in face of 
the rapidly changing world. 

This ideological war manifested in often contradictory ways throughout Ottoman 
society. The resulting schizophrenic relationship with the material accruements of 
open markets enjoyed by a few and the realization that the Ottoman Empire was 
being sucked into a dangerous dependency on European-supplied finance, translated 
into pathologies of social alienation among certain future leaders of the so-called 
Unionist movements.” These leaders would be entirely responsible for adopting the 
most “European” of characteristics in respect to using the modern state to assure the 
long-term development of society. Many among these “Westernized” bureaucratic 
elite believed in the edifying violent capacities of the state to instill “progress” into 
“backward” elements of society, identified by way of racist taxonomies evident 
throughout Euro-American discourses at the time.*! 

In hindsight, and for many of those refugees who lived through the consequences of 
this deadly fusion of Euro-American predatory capitalism and embrace of “Western” 
racist epistemologies, the end result was a violent disaggregation of a once formidable 
Ottoman Empire. As already noted, when the newly ascendant bureaucratic elite 
started to monetize the Ottoman economy, which by 1840 meant taxes could only 
be paid in cash, an Ottoman Empire that once could borrow gold/silver from local 
suppliers—mostly Ladino Jews, Rum Orthodox Christians, and Armenians based in 
Istanbul—increasingly proved helpless without direct foreign intervention. A resulting 
need to find additional supplies of gold and silver (to back state-issued treasury notes) 
led to the eventual capturing of the Ottoman treasury by largely unknown British, (and 
later French) investors.” 

Below we focus on several regions of the empire where such processes manifested. 
The drive to convert hitherto peasant lands into more efficient agricultural factories— 
especially the conversion of farmlands into opium, sugar, wheat, and cotton fields— 
proved the most disruptive to regional economies. For our purposes here, the focus 
on especially large infrastructure projects, ones that required massive amounts of 
capitalization, reveals the extent to which the Ottoman Empire was quickly integrated 
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into a global financial “system.” As a result, the empire surrendered considerable power 
to investors whose capture of railroad, port, and road/bridge construction concessions 
marked a virtual subordination of the Ottoman state to private finance. 

These infrastructure projects, deemed at the time essential to progress, gave cover for 
the predatory lending European (thus American) banks practiced around the Ottoman 
world.” The railroad and port-building projects that attracted the most attention from 
European investors were Ottoman ports like Salonika that would come to link the 
Macedonian hinterland (then extended deeper into the Kosovo province and Belgrade/ 
Vienna beyond), and Adana, Mosul, and Beirut in the French-based banks’ sphere of 
influence.“* What made this process of domination halting at best, however, was the 
rivalries that existed between various financial groups, and even more crucially for the 
nineteenth century, the presence of Russia. Interests inside Russia clearly struggled to 
remain independent of those dominating Western and Central Europe. 

One way this manifested was the Romanov regime's relationship with the Ottoman 
Balkans. Most studies of Russian interests in the Ottoman Empire focus on military 
concerns. In this respect, it was the strategic necessity of gaining access to the larger 
world’s maritime (and later rail) trade routes, be it via the Black Sea or Adriatic, which 
shaped Russian policies in general. What remains neglected is how Russia's race to 
capture Ottoman territories at the expense of European finance capitalists also shaped 
the political economy of the nineteenth century. 

Ottoman financial weakness in the 1840s likely accounts for much of the subsequent 
intrigue between the Habsburgs, Romanov, and later Italian empires surrounding 
the Balkans. Indeed, the struggles for “spheres of influence” created new strategic 
possibilities for the inhabitants of the region, especially in Greece, Serbia, Bulgaria, 
and Bosnia/Herzegovina. These regions soon became the focus of diplomatic and 
occasional military struggle as considerable investment was made in railroad and port 
construction, all assets that required “protection.” For those interests eager to thwart 
Russian ascendency, using the Ottoman Empire as the bulwark required a crucial 
intersection of forces at various times. For instance, much as happened in the case 
of Egypt's threat to Ottoman power in the 1830s, a similar coalition formed to assure 
victory in the 1850s Crimean War the Ottomans fought against Russia. One of the 
key concerns in this intervention was assuring that trade routes remained in reliable 
hands. By the 1850s, it was Russia that proved the more independent and like with 
Egypt in 1839, any ascendancy in the Balkans (and Central Asia) could threaten the 
monopolistic designs of various London/Paris/Vienna-based interests.“ 

As already noted, the financing of first the Ottoman war efforts and then the 
expensive implementation of a new generation of state reforms in this crucial period 
allowed some private bankers to gain considerable leverage over the decision-making 
mechanism of the Ottoman state. These influences immediately translated into the even 
greater “liberalization” of the Ottoman economy after the Paris Peace Treaty of 1856 
ending the Crimean War. Put differently, what had still been a barrier to direct foreign 
ownership of Ottoman lands was lifted. While much of these lands formally remained 
in the hands of indigenous Ottoman landowners for the duration of the nineteenth 
century, in reality the international banks owned them. Ottoman “landlords,” much 
like their counterparts in North America in this quintessential example of “globalizing” 
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practices, got caught in a borrowing spree using their real (attractive) assets of rich, 
productive farm land as collateral. With the land privatization acts of 1856, 1861, and 
1867, when foreigners were allowed direct ownership, a massive transfer of real wealth 
took place in the region, adding to the speculative dynamics that opened the window of 
opportunity for foreign bankers which included large-scale land development schemes 
in Basra, Palestine, and Macedonia.” 

Private French banks, like Crédit Lyonnais, the Société Générale, and the Comptoir 
National d’Escomte de Paris in particular, took advantage of these new opportunities. 
Throughout Cilicia, greater Syria, and increasingly in Mesopotamia and the Balkans, 
these French-based financial interests aggressively invested in Ottoman territories.“ By 
way of their heavy involvement early on, these French banks popularized investment 
in Ottoman debt, creating an industry unto itself. The corresponding creation of an 
Ottoman property market resulted in constructing new financial business niches that 
proved equally lucrative. As the Ottoman state grew addicted to the huge amounts of 
money European investors were willing to funnel into state coffers at rates as high as 
6 percent, brokerage houses, insurance companies, and financial management firms 
rushed to join the finance bonanza. Prominent on the list of possible sectors in which 
outsiders could invest were infrastructure projects. 

Within months of the Ottoman Empire floating its first loan with European banks 
in 1853, ostensibly to pay for war with Russia, a new calculus emerged, one that could 
link the inevitable insatiable Ottoman state need to raise revenue, with expensive 
“investment” that promised structural improvements and greater profitability. A vicious 
circle thereby materialized whereby the Ottoman state (and increasingly individuals) 
borrowed money to pay off previous loans while selling off greater amounts of the 
empire's economic future directly or as collateral. 

In the hope of managing these growing debt obligations, local allies of foreign 
capital started to “farm” out these roles to outsiders; the eventual creation of the Banque 
Impériale Ottomane in 1862, for instance, resulted in the transference of all management 
of Ottoman debts and budgets to foreign “shareholders.” In the process, the empire's 
coveted assets, including vast forests, untold mineral wealth, especially increasingly 
coveted hydro-carbons like coal and oil, fertile agricultural lands, productive labor, 
and strategic location would service the greed of a soon ascendant global financial 
oligarchy.” 

Simply put, by way of borrowing heavily from European banks in order to initiate 
necessarily expensive reform projects, the Ottoman Empire constantly leveraged its 
future with the very lands on which Ottoman peoples lived serving as collateral. The 
exploitative conditions under which the utterly compromised Ottoman state borrowed 
money from European banks peaked in 1874, when out of the inordinate amount the 
government borrowed—238,773,272 Ottoman lira—a staggering 46 percent of the 
loan (111,653,052) went to pay the bankers supervising the loans in the form of broker 
fees and banking commissions.** The Ottoman Empire, in other words, was a classic 
debt slave, and its subjects suffered the consequences. 

The kinds of pressures applied to the empire to constantly find new ways of 
generating revenue—just to pay the interest of these now out-of-control loans—pitted 
the competing factions within the ruling elite against one another. Many realized that 
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their economic fortunes were being determined by the whims of foreign groups, a 
situation that no self-respecting patriot would allow; an important faction within 
the expansive bureaucratic elite put pressure (often with support from members of 
the military and loyal regional stakeholders) on the Ottoman state.*’ By 1875, it was 
agreed by a faction within the reformist camp that the empire would be better served 
by returning to borrowing exclusively from indigenous sources of finance and these 
Ottoman patriots promptly defaulted on their European-held loans.” 

Those who ultimately steered the Ottoman state toward bankruptcy did not do so 
out of incompetence. In fact, there was much that led patriotic Ottomans to believe the 
empire was not entirely defenseless and could win military victories. Indeed, well into 
the mid-1870s, Ottoman forces could still militarily simultaneously suppress uprisings 
in Bosnia, Eastern Anatolia, and Kurdistan while territorially expanding into the Gulf 
and Yemen.” At least in Arabia, the Ottomans were in direct confrontation with British 
Indian forces for ascendency and successfully captured large parts of the Arabian 
coast both in the Gulf and Yemen at the expense of erstwhile European interests.™ 
There was, in other words, plenty to be positive about in Istanbul. In this context, 
when the advocates for defaulting on European loans gained temporary power in 
1875, state reforms were also accelerating state-centralization policies. It also seemed 
that operations early in the decade had successfully settled yet more refugees who had 
become productive citizens. In this context of a still formidable military and effective 
administration, after consultation with the still present Galatta banking families, it 
appeared feasible for the Ottoman Empire to default on the onerous, intrusive debt 
with which the previous generation saddled the state. 

In the midst of this momentary audaciousness, however, two successive palace 
coups resulted in the installment of a relatively inexperienced Sultan Abdilhamid 
II in 1876.* As if to reward those with the most interest in seeing previous trends 
toward Ottoman financial independence reversed, the new Hamidian government 
immediately initiated policies aiming to consolidate the state’s revenue base through 
an aggressive regime of direct taxation.** As such, the state’s new revenue raising 
policies shifted most of the tax burden to the empire's peasants, with predictable 
consequences.*” Already primed for revolt in response to regressive tax schemes 
promoted by lenders,°* communities in the Balkans faced an even more devastating 
problem with the sudden flood of refugees displaced by the short Russo-Ottoman war 
of 1877-8.°° 

It is at the heart of this financial and diplomatic quagmire that the Ottoman 
power structure temporarily collapsed. As a consequence, a number of small-scale 
insurrections throughout 1876-7 led to large segments of the western Balkans and 
Eastern Anatolia/Caucasus being “cleansed” of their Muslim populations. Confronted 
by this human tidal wave, a series of bureaucratic bottlenecks emerged, exposing 
internal rivalries that sapped the empire's human and natural resources. Simply 
put, the internal order of the bureaucratic class had been broken, and by 1878 new 
power circles emerged as hundreds of thousands of people flooded into the shrinking 
Ottoman territories. 

Having again “saved” the empire from partition, this time at Russia’s expense in 
1878, the Ottoman state had to begin a new era of “economic reform” pushed by 
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French, British, and German benefactors. These latest reforms further damaged rural 
economies—already burdened in some parts of the empire by hundreds of thousands 
of refugees—as much as they created new opportunities. For its part the new regime of 
Sultan Abdiilhamid II would continue to play the role of putting the Ottoman Empire 
back into the good graces of the banking elite. The new sultan, for example, suppressed 
a patriotic parliament whose ambiguous relationship with the banks eventually led to 
the political demise of the great reformer himself, Midhat Pasha. Perhaps the sacrificial 
lamb for those looking to reassert themselves into the Ottoman bureaucracy, Midhat 
Pasha had proven still too principled for some interests, both in the palace and among 
the Sultan’s foreign advisors. He was eventually exiled and then murdered.® 

With the opposition of men like Midhat Pasha dispatched, the Hamidian regime 
made the fateful decision to reassure foreign bondholders through the complete 
surrender of future state revenues in key industries and even, as in the case of 
Cyprus, entire regions.*'Another key concession granted early in the Hamidian era 
was assurance that a significant proportion of future Ottoman state revenues were set 
aside to pay bondholders.” In most Ottoman citizen’s eyes, the establishment of the 
Public Debt Administration (PDA) (1881-1924) was cancerous to Ottoman political 
economy. It demonstrated the extent to which the Hamidian regime would collude 
with foreign lenders at the expense of the empire's long-term fiscal health. This was all 
made possible, of course, by effectively cleaning the state of its potentially cantankerous 
opposition by way of closing the newly established parliament. This accomplished, the 
Istanbul regime, with almost treasonous enthusiasm, surrendered authority over the 
empire's ports to a privately run, foreign agency that was charged to collect all duties 
on specific commodities traded in the international market.® 

The role of the PDA in the development of government institutions and policy 
becomes especially important in addressing what I understand to be a significant 
local component to regional economic development. The PDA’s aggressive measures 
to assure that regional economies be taxed paradoxically weakened its capacity to tax 
trade. As such, commercial patterns throughout the frontier territories of the western 
Balkans reconfigured in response to the new levies. A particularly rough issue for local 
traders was the PDAs direct involvement in the taxation of key commodities like salt 
and sugar, products that could not be produced locally and had to pass through port 
cities like Iskodra (Shkodér). In the end, government policies linked to the PDA pitted 
merchants, mule train owners, landowners working with state officials, and small, self- 
sufficient regional economies against increasingly threatening Ottoman state policies. 
With respect to the emergence of smuggling networks in response to these policies, 
looking more closely into how local landowners secured greater profits from their land 
helps reinforce the underlying theme discussed throughout this study.™ 

In addition to revenue from trade redirected to the PDA, as much as 30 percent 
of all Ottoman expenditures during the period were devoted to servicing sovereign 
debt. Moreover, there was the creation of various monopolies that also siphoned off 
huge amounts of the formal economy’s revenue directly to the European banking elite. 
As such, the acquiescence to bankers to create, among others, the tobacco monopoly 
Régie Ottomane des Tabacs, left a new kind of tension between a growing industrial 
work force and the apparently unbreakable stranglehold the Euro-American financial 
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world held on the formal economy.® As these operations required reliable labor— 
preferably the type unlikely to unionize—the role of the indigenous intermediary 
became increasingly important. 

In many ways, the Ottoman state facilitated this supply of cheap labor because 
it became a major benefactor for hundreds of thousands of refugees expelled from 
Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro. The state’s crisis management policies, often at odds 
with more general economic strategies promoted by the central state, worked at the 
local level to assure that cereal production remained stable so that there was food for 
refugees.” The local administration therefore distributed seed, granted tax exemptions 
to producers, and extended cheap credit to locals at the same time they were granting 
railway construction concessions to European investors.® The problem with this form 
of state intervention was that it depended on a select group of producers who were 
capable of making demands on their patrons, demands that ultimately challenged the 
assumption by state officials that they were in control of economic policy. 

This was particularly clear in the manner in which the state, with the encouragement 
of the PDA, hoped to stimulate new kinds of land use, especially the production of 
high-end agricultural products like silk, cotton, or tobacco for export.® In fact, a 
number of products from the provinces were identified as possible revenue producing 
resources of the state and measures were taken to facilitate their exploitation.” In the 
central Balkans, it appears that poppy fields, found within walking distance of the few 
rail lines linking Central Europe and the port of Salonika, were established after heavy 
state investment and subsidies to farmers for crop substitution.”’ These arrangements 
created a mutually dependent, three-way bond between the state, those locals expected 
to expand the production of valuable revenue-producing agricultural products, and 
ultimately the outside interests identifying such operations as potential investments. In 
time, something akin to an Ottoman “welfare state” emerged that relied on the finance 
offered by foreign capitalists attracted to such regions, with the indigenous landowner 
becoming an intermediary to the forces of modernity.” 

Naturally, local landowning families with a vested interest in the direction of the 
transitional process from an era dominated by the bureaucratic ruling class wanted to be 
sure that the aggressive commercialization of the Ottoman economy did not undermine 
their interests. Indeed, monitoring how landowning families in Syria/Cilicia and the 
western Balkans tried to guide the regions over which they reigned through the most 
dangerous periods of economic transformation meant the difference between profiting 
from partnerships with finance capitalists and being expunged from the region's history 
forever. In this respect, a number of families from the southern Balkans adjusted and 
became crucial intermediaries between the now hegemonic representatives of foreign 
capital, locally based institutions meant to mediate the state’s policies of reform as 
demanded by these foreign banks, and other stakeholders commissioned to assure 
regional stability—which often included refugee management. 

How this all links to a discussion on the political economy of the refugee experience 
is, on some level, reducible to the balancing act charged to those responsible for 
mediating the exploitative projects of foreign capital and the need for domestic 
peace. The aforementioned intermediaries from the Balkans by and large came from 
families who, by the first half of the nineteenth century, had invested in infiltrating 


Prelude to Disaster 33 


their sons into the heart of the Ottoman bureaucracy.” Indeed, the region of southern 
Albania—Toskalik—supplied the Ottoman bureaucracy with dozens of such liberal- 
leaning reformers in the Tanzimat era.”* Some, like Ismail Kemal Bey (Qemali) became 
important conduits for both efforts to institute the many generations of “liberal” 
reform, and for assuring, by way of partnerships with foreign investors, that certain 
regions remained trading hubs.” 

What stands out with such characters, however, was their tendency to involve 
themselves in the murkiest of politics. In time, the post-Ottoman state of Albania’s 
“first” leader revealed his chameleon-like skills to successfully inculcate himself in 
many mutually exclusive circles that became the foundational political space for many 
of the events transforming the southern Balkans from the 1890s onwards. In this regard 
Qemali was heavily invested in forging political alliances with certain British political 
circles, which appeared to have influence on the activities of particular factions within 
the umbrella Committee of Progress and Union (CPU, later CUP). Such intrigues 
led rivals to eventually break the oppositional movement into two factions by 1902; 
as British authorities observed, the duplicitous actions of men like Qemali alienated 
many from the foreign-based opposition and made any effort to confront the autocratic 
powers of the conservative elite in Istanbul difficult.” 

A neglected aspect of these intrigues was Qemali’s shared investment interests 
with many of the factions with whom he conducted his political business.” As Qemali 
conducted business with the outside world, forging partnerships in mineral and timber 
concerns, he translated these close commercial relations into political capital, and was 
able to successfully navigate the volatile political scene within the inner circles of 
imperial power as well. Indeed, where his personal business interests (or those of his 
partners) began, and where his loyalty to the liberal cause ended was impossible for 
many to figure out.’ 

And yet, what proves most intriguing is the possible leverage Qemali enjoyed over 
his interlocutors because of his ability to command a sizeable peasant coterie for use 
as either laborers or militia. Qemali appears to have been able to garner, on demand, 
able-bodied men by the thousands. Stemming from this capacity, he could also market 
his autonomy from direct state threats. In short, such local landowners brought a range 
of assets to the table that made them invaluable to investors and to the staff of various 
European consulates. 

As their regions became increasingly targeted for development over the last 50 years 
of Ottoman history in the Balkans, Arabia, or Anatolia, the local intermediary was 
crucial.” If it was not the lands and the various natural resources they could provide, it 
was the manpower available to these intermediaries that made them essential. Their 
ability to command manpower notwithstanding, what proved especially important 
when business opportunities and/or political collaborations went sour, was these 
intermediaries’ skill in peddling their ability to produce violence or more crucially 
still, threaten violence. This fact would hamper any efforts to bring stability to strategic 
areas like Macedonia. Well into the 1930s, roaming, autonomously operating clusters 
of armed men would write the tale of violent clashes between these loyalists to men 
like Qemali and forces of “rational” government in Serbia, Albania, Greece, Bulgaria, 
Turkey, and Mandate Syria/Iraq.*' 
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The Macedonia crisis 


It was in the immediate aftermath of the Berlin Treaty that the Ottoman Balkans and 
Eastern Anatolia witnessed perhaps the most intense period of violence in its modern 
history.” In many ways residents faced constant assault by the powers whose most 
immediate interest was capitalizing on any instability in the region. A part of this 
subterfuge was the cynical use of the ethnographic “sciences” to impose an acceptable 
“solution” to the Balkans intensifying “ethnic” and “sectarian” conflicts. What 
governments in Vienna and St. Petersburg devised over the next 20 years constituted 
the kinds of “schemes” that succeeded as much in further destabilizing “mixed” 
communities as in stemming violence. A brief survey of these “schemes” as the Austro- 
Hungarian and Russian diplomats (with the aid of scholars, journalists, and various 
agents provocateurs) rolled them out starting in the late 1890s will do much to set the 
ideological/diplomatic context against which the stories of Balkan refugees unfolded. 

It was in part due to periodic violence in Macedonia and Anatolia over the entire 
1878-1903 period that both the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires demanded 
a new set of measures to assure the protection of Slavic and Eastern Anatolian 
Christians.*’ This concern for Christian “safety” against a putative Muslim threat 
emanated from newly minted social-scientific taxonomies that assumed different 
ethnically constituted confessions always clashed. Curiously, practitioners of this 
“social science” chose to ignore centuries of evidence that contradicted its claims— 
namely, the relative interethnic/confessional harmony that prevailed under most 
Ottoman administrations. Regardless of this history, every outsider commissioned by 
some foreign interest to study the region saw the demographics of the Balkans in terms 
of distinct “ethnic” Christian groups—Greek, Serb, Vlach, Albanian, Bulgarian (and 
sometimes Macedonian)—and that the prevailing natural hatreds extended to each 
other as much as toward the “Muslim race.” 

In this way, various parties claimed throughout this period special “rights of 
association,’ a by-word for established “spheres of influence” that each major power 
could use to play the Balkans to their strategic tune. In this framework, each community 
needed both special protections and then, by 1903, strictly defined autonomously 
administered enclaves. These “racial” lines of separation would prove the single most 
devastating intervention to the well-established history of inter-communal politics in 
the Ottoman Balkans.* 

This part of the story is crucial to the larger book, as such distinctly “modern” 
logics proved to be the fault lines for much of the period under study. Modernity’s 
logics (or, as we will see, the logics of several modernities) accounted for most of 
the outbreaks of violence and help explain why this period in Ottoman history is 
so densely intertwined with the refugee. As will be explored in subsequent chapters, 
one of the consequences of poorly conceived “diplomatic” interventions using these 
dubious ethnographic categories to differentiate peoples was that policies intended 
to expunge unwanted “minorities” led to a global refugee crisis. Indeed, after the 
final settlement of the Berlin Congress of 1878, the central problem for the Ottoman 
Empire and its new neighbors in the Balkans was the constant small-scale violence 
breaking out on either side of newly established frontiers.*° 
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Of particular interest are the Ottoman provinces of Kosova, Iskodra, and Manastir, 
which had the misfortune of having to accommodate by the beginning of 1878 at least 
200,000 refugees from newly independent (or autonomous in the case of Bulgaria) 
neighboring states. While the details of this process are covered later, the broader 
argument is that this new reality created by the introduction of a new kind of “identity 
politics” forced the Ottoman state to adopt a series of state policies that needlessly 
pitted rapidly reformulating communities against each other.*’ 

The nature of the violence that captured so much bourgeois attention did more, 
however, than simply put pressure on the Ottomans and their European counterparts to 
find a long-term solution toa recent Christian/Muslim problem. It also incited outsiders 
to invest in new kinds of political activism, such as the recruitment and funding of 
mercenaries to exploit economic opportunities created by the conflicts.** Such tactics 
prompted communities to organize “self-protection” units in face of unprecedented, 
seemingly random attacks—a trend formerly unheard of in these areas where codes of 
conduct were enforced by harsh blood vendettas that were never lifted.” 

In this regard, the 1897-1903 period is one in which neighboring states (just recently 
separated from the empire) also initiated a process of expanding their influence into 
key districts of Macedonia, a region encompassing portions of the provinces of Kosova, 
Salonika, and Manastir.”° This outsider involvement brought a new vigor to local and 
regional political life already animated by previous settlement issues raised by a flood 
of refugees after 1877. With the introduction of outside patronage, this often led to 
neighbors competing over extra-communal support. Today we assume the nature of 
these alliances with outsiders was predicated on “natural” categories of differentiation 
like religious sect or ethnicity, but as argued throughout, there were more complicated 
interweaving interests at work, interests that often led to “paradoxical” alliances. 

The source of such conflicts that became the excuse for neighboring empires to 
impose “reform schemes” was not the revitalization of hatred between different 
faiths or members of competing linguistic groups.*! Rather, violent conflicts in the 
Balkans were in large part created by the way outside powers operated inside these 
dynamic settings. The fact that the Great Powers would only deal with interlocutors 
who represented group affiliations the Great Powers themselves had prescribed greatly 
narrowed how Ottoman Balkan inhabitants, at times in desperate need of material 
support, communicated their concerns to each other, the Ottoman state, and the 
outside world. As discussed below, the manner in which Austro-Hungarian, Russian, 
British, and Bulgarian/Greek officials appropriated local conflicts to fit “ethno- 
national” narratives ultimately touched off larger regional conflagrations that pitted 
the “powers” against each other as much as locals.” The more outside patrons insisted 
on using certain categories to understand (and ultimately “resolve”) local conflicts, the 
more some “ethnic entrepreneurs” in these communities exploited the wide and varied 
communal identity claims that locals and refugees were able to adopt. As a result, all 
these Ottoman societies faced the internationalization of their domestic disputes, 
which ultimately undermined the ability of the evolving Ottoman state to manage the 
Balkans. 

The consequences of this shifting pattern of local politics were at first imperceptible 
to Ottoman officials. It would take the warnings from locals concerned with the 
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direction events were taking to attract Istanbul’s attention. Some of the more troubling 
trends reported were land acquisitions by foreign-funded religious organizations 
and raids on villages by pseudo-nationalist criminal groups receiving weapons from 
outside interests.” 

With the benefit of hindsight, scholars claim the two principal powers involved 
in this intensification of local politics were Austria-Hungary and Russia. As already 
noted, both shared an interest in the outcome of developments in Macedonia and 
negotiated with each other to find a workable solution to what was determined to be 
the inevitable crash of Ottoman rule in the Balkans. As noted by the Ottoman Grand 
Vizier of the time, Said Pasha, Istanbul knew that the Russians and the Austrians had a 
direct hand in the growing violence afflicting Macedonia.” In response, they initiated 
their own reforms in 1902-3. 

Outsiders’ interests in investing in such an exercise, and in often patronizing patently 
brutal opportunists, were motivated by the wish to exploit the region’s abundant natural 
wealth. For much of the period after the Ottoman Empire floated its first loan with 
private European banks, its rich farmlands, mines, and forests served as collateral. Part 
of this process meant Istanbul granted concessions to companies invested in Ottoman 
debt. Among these concessions were the rights to “development” projects such as the 
construction of rail lines and ports in order to more efficiently exploit this vast land.” 
Instructively, this process very much paralleled those in the Americas and Africa at 
the time; the corresponding violence against the inhabitants of these coveted lands 
thus deserves the same moral outrage directed at the systematic destruction of native 
peoples elsewhere in the world. 

The eventual decision to simply expropriate these lands from “rival” communities 
(or Ottoman sovereignty altogether) offers a larger political-economic context to the 
ethnic violence so often noted in the scholarship on Macedonia (and larger Ottoman 
world). As in Africa, the Americas, and Asia, the nineteenth-century agents of capital, 
through local surrogates I identify throughout as ethnic entrepreneurs, eventually set 
the tone for seemingly interminable violence in the region. 

Crucially, it was not only a diplomatic process or one predicated on the simple 
distribution of guns to willing mercenaries, but a discursive one. The operatives of 
finance capital, via ethnographers or diplomats, set the discursive parameters within 
which all policies in the Ottoman Balkans would be plied from the 1880s onwards.” In 
this context, the Ottoman state, already restrained from using decisive force because of 
the growing outside patronage of armed groups, was put on alert by the Great Powers 
that significant reforms were needed. Such pressures to manage often impossible 
situations did not result, however, in a single policy. Ultimately, a series of resolutions 
dedicated to resolving the Ottoman Empire's diversity “problem” were promoted, 
opening a new era of direct foreigner involvement in the Balkans that did not conform 
to sectarian or ethno-national criteria scholars often assume existed. Reading the 
subsequent events in this light offers us another way to explain what precipitated the 
crucial years leading up to the actual disintegration of the empire.” 

In an attempt to counter such outside designs on Macedonia, the Sublime Porte 
initiated a series of “reforms” especially designed to stem the violence. In December 
1902, Hiiseyin Hilmi Pasha was assigned the task of administering these reforms.” 


Prelude to Disaster 37 


Initially, Hilmi Pasha’s administration successfully confronted the problems and the 
regime was praised by outside observers.” The problem was that many of the “reforms” 
entailed using force against primary members of the local population in Kosovo, many 
who served as the key interlocutors for the Ottoman state.’ As a result, these stopgap 
measures introduced a new rupture in Istanbul’s relations with locals who had recently 
gone through an equally difficult time of settling tens of thousands of refugees. So 
while locals like Ibrahim Temo from Ohrid went along with the early reforms in 
recognition that they were key to securing peace in the region, many others adopted a 
more belligerent position, seeing an opportunity to secure greater rewards from those 
interested in Macedonia’ instability.!" 

Over the course of these efforts, far from stabilizing matters, the reforms became 
a pretext for new upheaval. An entirely new set of actors had been slowly cultivated 
in neighboring countries and had intermittently been using various tactics, even 
violent raids, to create new conditions on the ground. As a result, a growing number 
of factions involved in challenging the ad hoc government institutions started to call 
for the outside “protection” of their beleaguered “ethnic minorities” in a classic spiral 
of violence. To policy-makers in Vienna and St. Petersburg, such events seemed to 
indicate the inevitable crash of Ottoman rule in the region on which they could both 
capitalize. Both agreed during secret meetings (some held with selected locals) to 
continue cooperating in the hope that any future contingencies might service their 
mutual interests rather than letting things get out of control between them.'” Before 
this so-called Vienna Scheme could be realized, however, the spread of a new wave of 
violence led by unaffiliated “Bulgarian” factions sabotaged its implementation.'” 

What is notable about how these proposals were implemented on the ground is 
just how quickly locals adapted and began manipulating the sentiments behind 
them. Countless commissions sent by the powers met with “community leaders” who 
“enthusiastically” reinforced the categorical niceties of ethnicity and sect imposed 
by outsiders.’™ In full recognition of the immediate and possible long-term benefits 
to being identified a “Serb, “Greek,” “Bulgarian,” or just a Christian, those who 
manipulated the “reforms” inspired by yet another scheme in 1904—the Mirzsteg 
plan—finally began to tear apart hundreds of years of multiculturalism in Kosovo. 
Communities and their leaders, now reading into the importance of outside patronage, 
promoted themselves in a manner that gave them new power over their neighbors and 
spelled doom for the heterogeneous Ottoman Balkans.’ 

Importantly, it was precisely in terms of “sectarian violence” that the powers 
selectively understood events in the Balkans. Inspection of the materials produced at 
the time of the 1902-3 crisis demonstrates how identity politics found its way into the 
political and economic vernacular of all the actors on the ground.’ As a consequence, 
many of the communities affected began to adapt to the diplomatic parlance and 
learned to use the language of ethnicity to secure outside patronage. In many ways, 
the period was a watershed in the systematic articulation of local realities in the 
terminology of ethno-nationalism, a crucial entry-point for war profiteers and ultra- 
nationalist politicians in Belgrade, Istanbul, Sofia, and Athens. 

As already suggested, to deal with the messy world of the Balkans, an international 
commission sent in 1903 by the Great Powers proposed the establishment of a 
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decentralized administrative regime that would permit “ethnic communities” to be 
governed by “their own” leaders, within recognized, ethnically pure boundaries.'”” 
The Russian delegation to this commission, in particular, insisted that the “rights” 
of separation be granted to “Serbian” and “Bulgarian” residents in the form of 
autonomously governed enclaves free of Ottoman (and Muslim) influence. It is in 
these terms that we begin to see the formation of local demands that satisfied the 
taxonomical logic of the Russians.'® These early “innovations,” I argue, proved crucial 
in later efforts by post-Ottoman states to play the identity card in the hopes of realizing 
new kinds of governmental power, power of the kind already being cultivated in the 
form of “reservations” in North America, “tribal homelands” in the Philippines, and 
“tribal kingdoms/nations” in Southern Africa.! 

In order to enact the separation of communities along these entirely new “ethnic” 
lines, clearly defined administrative boundaries were needed. In the third article of the 
plan offered by the 1903 commission, for example, the Ottoman government was “... to 
re-arrange the boundaries of the provinces with a view to making regular groupings of 
different nationalities.” The fourth article wanted to ensure that Christians would have 
access to their own judicial and administrative institutions as well as a gendarmerie 
that would be regionally based and also divided along communal lines.'!° Furthermore, 
within these definable, bounded areas, communities were to operate free of Ottoman 
state taxation, allowed to administer their own militias—with the assistance of outside 
“experts” —and be permitted to direct their educational and cultural lives free of Islamic 
cultural influence.’ 

By March 1904, the actual implementation of the Miirzsteg reforms created dozens 
of incongruent autonomous enclaves throughout the Kosova and Manastir provinces.'” 
The frontiers of these enclaves, vaguely drawn to represent each newly configured 
community's limits, immediately caused problems as Christians made increasingly 
bold territorial claims on land inhabited by neighboring, mostly Albanian Muslim 
or Pomok (Bulgarian Muslim) communities. Protected by gendarmeries organized 
and led by participating powers like Italy, Russia, and France, a number of reports 
suggest that “Serb” and “Bulgarian” “communities” exploited their protected status 
and “raided” Albanian-Muslim (or Albanian-Christian) lands in search of property.' 
These actions exhibited a new sense of possibility that came with the fact that any 
subsequent clash between neighbors would be blamed on an Ottoman failure to curb 
its Muslim “fanatics.” 

For their part, the Ottoman authorities delayed or obstructed the implementation 
of these reform projects knowing full well that such proposed modifications to the way 
these regions should be governed would result in certain groups advocating for the 
territorial separation of their Christian communities entirely. Furthermore, kicking 
Muslims off their lands accompanied this new agenda, guaranteeing an eventual violent 
eruption that would intensify the long-term dangers of complete societal collapse." It 
was this fear that animated many of the cries for “union” coupled with “progress” by 
the antigovernment opposition finding its greatest domestic support in Macedonia 
itself.1° 

And yet, by 1912 the violence between the different “races” still trapped inside the 
Ottoman Empire took on aspects of “primordial” conflicts that could only be terminated 
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by way of a lasting (final) solution.'”’ Part of this solution to Balkan “savagery” required 
imposing “natural” borders that separated the “races” based on “social scientific” 
knowledge."* This plan, however, was not foolproof: many Ottoman communities were 
still inextricably “mixed,” and bloodlines simply did not break evenly along imposed 
taxonomical borders.'” This “unnatural” ethnic hybridity meant that sequestrations 
were rarely executed voluntarily, and that Euro-American “civilization” needed to 
use coercion in order to force different peoples to move to their allotted national 
territories. 

Perhaps ironically, the Swiss ethnographer George Montandon proposed imposing 
such “natural” borders and forcefully separating ethnically “different” peoples by way 
of policies that could administratively make life impossible for those refusing to comply 
with the “internationally” backed compulsory migrations. As a precursor to a century 
of imposed “population exchanges” that utterly destroyed heterogeneous societies that 
thrived for centuries, Montandon advised that “minorities” who remained in districts 
from which they were expected to leave, should, as an incentive to migrate, lose rights 
including the denial of property rights and citizenship, an especially telling combination 
of punishments for being “different” considering the larger issues discussed throughout 
this book.’ 


Conclusion 


All this is to say that as racial calculations animated the policies of Euro-American 
imperialism as a whole, refugees of Armenian, Bulgarian, Albanian, Greek, and 
Turkish nationalist lore were the “victims” of the very epistemologies that promoted 
the genocidal programs in Southern Africa, Palestine, and the Americas. Nevertheless, 
to many post-Ottoman historians, the origins of the genocide horrors accompanying 
Ottoman collapse were the “unnatural” permeation of “Islamic” mores into the lives of 
still—at their very core—pure ethno-national groups, instead of the ascendant post- 
Enlightenment creed that made diversity “unnatural, perverse, and ultimately “illegal” 
The tragic population exchanges agreed upon after 1912 by all the major leaders of 
“victim” nations and international powers alike were thus seen (and continue to be 
seen) as necessary sacrifices to finalize the liberation moment, and not the crimes that 
they were.”? 

In Anatolia, much like the Balkans, the amount of violence various constituencies 
could bring to the fore as these events unfolded shaped a great deal of political life. 
Among the most contentious spaces for such entrepreneurialism to take place were 
settings where a sudden rush in economic activity—such as areas with new rail road 
lines or bridges—could open up previously inaccessible opportunities to new economic, 
political, and social agents. One of the major contributing factors was the need for 
labor. These major construction projects, for instance, required the organization of 
laborers, a task often farmed out to local surrogates, thus giving many in the workforce 
supply chain the opportunity to gain new leverage. Such opportunities became arenas 
for new constituencies to emerge as migrant workers, often composed of refugees 
desperate for wage-earning jobs, comingled for weeks at a time. 
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Several places around the empire seemed particularly vulnerable to such forces. 
One of the more interesting was Adana, which saw important structural adjustments 
redirect the economy to produce more bulky goods for export—primarily grains, but 
also livestock and timber. With such assets on offer, the profitability of any future 
train line or industrial farm seemed assured, thereby attracting a number of potential 
investors, foreign and local. Indeed, rival investment groups placed bids for a newly 
listed railway concession that would link the relatively new port of Mersin to Adana 
and eventually Baghdad and Berlin. Such rival bidding spilled over into local politics, a 
major source of violence in the region never discussed in the larger issue of Armenian 
genocide.'” As elsewhere, just how events unfolded suggested a rich patchwork of 
interests vying for potentially lucrative “finders’ fees” invariably on offer. It also opened 
up windows of opportunity for those who could address the demands for wage labor.'” 
There were rewards to those who could provide wage-earning jobs for local men and 
women, including the tens of thousands of “idle” refugees.'** Perhaps more importantly, 
influence awaited those who could organize these pockets of laborers, be it in unions 
or politically active parties.!* 

The process was contentious and, over the course of the late 1870s and 1880s, a great 
many resources were expended by local bidders (who initially won the concession). 
Unfortunately, well-connected outsiders succeeded in undermining the financing of 
this initially successful project and forced a new round of bidding. The fact that British 
and French financiers ultimately succeeded in bullying two Ottoman subjects—Costaki 
Theodoraki and Mehmet Nahit Bey—out of the concession demonstrates the possible 
incentives for such “losers” in the development game to gain new forms of leverage by 
other means.'”° 

What really brought this dynamic to the fore was the influx of so many hundreds of 
thousands of landless refugees. These potentially violent, destitute, itinerate Ottomans 
faced 50 years of intermittent conflict with local “host” communities, periodic famines, 
and heavy-handed government agencies. These peoples constituted the potential for 
building militias that would serve patrons keen on either capitalizing on the post- 
default chaos and forging lucrative partnerships with outsiders (like the French), or 
using refugee forces to protect their inherited assets from those same predatory finance 
capitalists coveting their land, forests, and water sources. 

These issues are not properly explored in the literature on conflicts between 
communities, as those in Adana throughout the nineteenth century. Rather than 
asserting a natural proclivity for Turks, Kurds, and Muslims to attack their peasant, 
Christian neighbors, the issues of proper land use, especially with the arrival of 
Circassian refugees to these areas, dominated the concerns of civilians and state 
officials alike. The relative availability of rural farming work greatly determined the 
extent to which these refugee populations were assimilated or not. When not, groups 
emerged who took up banditry or pursued lucrative political rent-seeking by way of 
offering their “services” to assure stability in return for regular payments, be it from the 
state directly or through local community leaders.’”” 

Well into the 1890s, the kind of influence needed to assure that investment projects 
like the development of various ports in the East Mediterranean and railroads succeeded 
to transform the productive lands in the western Balkans into agricultural factories, 
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rested in the hands of constituencies created out of alliances between landowners 
and, in many cases, newly arrived, landless refugees.’ This gambit to turn refugee 
destitution into political (and often commercial) success necessitated a convergence 
of forces that still left the future entirely up-for-grabs for any number of actors. One 
way of capturing this otherwise opaque struggle throughout the Ottoman Empire is 
to focus on first undermining the narrative cohesiveness of predominant themes and 
then identifying various sources of indigenous “agency” that may account to alternative 
circuits of change. 

As suggested here, the “political economy” of the refugee is closely linked with 
finance capitalism; a relationship mediated by any combination of state institutions 
and/or semi-autonomous landowning elites. Understanding this relationship 
through these Ottoman cases may help future students of this era to center issues on 
complicated “indigenous” perspectives. This perspective has proven to be crucial to 
analyzing the institutional and sociological transformations that lead to imperial state, 
and associated community collapse (and reformation). In this respect, highlighting 
otherwise marginalized, seemingly secondary consequences of larger historical 
processes demands a rethinking of a number of intersections that rarely break through 
the standardized historical narratives of the period. In particular, the role of debt 
(personal, family, communal, imperial), competing conceptions of the utility of land 
and the “right to access them,’ and finally the influence of foreign banks (at the expense 
of indigenous sources of capital) in how communities in far more disaggregated terms 
related to the larger imperial dynamics may serve as a key corrective angle to studying 
Ottoman collapse. 

In time, the strategies to increase the value of imperial assets likely induced the 
increasingly violent clashes between numbers of competing constituent groups spread 
throughout the regions absorbing refugees and the state. For those in government, 
especially liberals, such confrontations offered the opportunity to resort to violently 
ripping apart an Ottoman sensibility if it got in the way of “progress.” In the aim of 
assuring social harmony within society, services providing for an ideally subservient 
government subject, especially affordable food, could be “farmed” out to service global 
finance capitalism, the arbiters of progress in that period. The Ottoman-era farmers on 
these increasingly valuable lands, or displaced, land-less peoples who would become 
part of the global workforce, thus all played their part. It is the latter group that proves 
especially interesting; we shall study further in Chapter 4 those hundreds of thousands 
of Ottomans who were compelled to join the millions feeding global capital’s need for 
cheap labor in the Americas.'” 

And yet, the scholarship universally sacrifices the exploration of such local factors 
in its search for the “general” trends that can explain an “inevitable” outcome. The 
point of emphasis in the following chapters will be that contingencies like the flow of 
hundreds of thousands of refugees through, out of, and into the Ottoman territories 
may constitute a different set of causal agents that directly shaped the institutional 
developments later deemed requisite for Ottoman decline and/or reform. The 
underling focus here, therefore, may prove invaluable to stepping beyond the rubric 
of imperial collapse in the larger context of Western modernity. Perhaps narrowing 
(or perhaps it is expanding) the interpretive agenda to patiently explore the refugee 
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phenomenon could offer new perspectives on how modern forms of finance capitalism 
itself transformed as itinerate Ottomans interweaved with immediate and medium- 
term socioeconomic forces. It is offered here that the complexities of the multiple 
refugee experiences spread over a multiplicity of territories constantly forced all major 
stakeholders in the subordination of the Ottoman economy, including foreign bankers, 
to address the needs of, among other constituencies, Ottoman refugees. This in turn 
completely transformed how local, regional, and international political agency was 
expressed, and within which governing institutions operated. 

Indeed, even the most progressive of critics of the “Age of Capital” miss 
the opportunity to consider the variance in how forms of government, local 
commercial networks, rural polities, and European private capital interfaced in 
often counterintuitive ways. By simply citing statistics from partially complete 
sets of ministry records or banks (as if the “real” economy submits receipts to the 
government), the dynamic local contexts of expanding capitalism-as-modernity is 
lost. The end result is a skewed picture of a world dominated by formalities and 
hegemonic pretensions when in fact the peoples of the world in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries were nowhere near becoming subordinate to the whims 
of finance capital.’*° 

As we proceed to explore in the next chapter how refugee violence after 1878 at 
once linked competing local political and economic interests with the multiplicity of 
stories of the Ottoman Empire's collapse, a few key issues require special attention. 
First, returning to the issue of what happens to people inhabiting these spaces 
increasingly deemed “investment-grade” strengthens the need to link how a number 
of stakeholders—landowners, foreign investors, refugees, and local government 
officials—made their evolving economic and political calculations. In this respect, 
following up on our initial attempt to connect various political groupings with the 
at times chaotic efforts to profit from building an Ottoman infrastructure requires 
returning to theorizing the role of otherwise forgotten “subaltern” causal agents to 
these volatile events. 


Resettlement Regimes and Empire: 
The Politics of Caring for Ottoman Refugees 


Introduction 


As demonstrated in the last chapter, Ottoman reforms during the 1839-75 period 
launched social reorientations whose consequences, while profound, also varied within 
disparate Ottoman communities. Much like their counterparts elsewhere in Europe, 
Ottoman reformers who imagined themselves “in power” could never fully harness 
“the state” as an exclusive agent of change in this period of reform. No matter how 
much was invested in streamlining the Ottoman state, and despite the historiography 
deterministically framing these measures as part of an epochal “process,” contingencies 
were always possible. 

Indeed, in a matter of two years this “Tanzimat Period” and the state assumed 
to have emerged from it all changed. The disasters visited upon the empire after the 
Russo-Ottoman war of 1877-8 completely altered the manner in which the political 
and economic elite interacted with their fellow citizens. Such adjustments in many ways 
entailed dismantling, or at best modifying, a half century’s worth of reform. Crucially 
for us, the nature of these postwar adjustments often meant completely transforming 
the state’s role in shaping local, political, and regional economies as its managers tried 
to service the needs of a new imperial demographic: the refugee. 

Being at once the sanctuary for the Mediterranean’s and Central Asia’s political 
outcasts as well as opportunists fleeing periodic economic downturns throughout 
Eurasia, the Ottoman Empire frequently bore the burden of accommodating large 
numbers of immigrants. For much of the early modern period this was not considered 
an especially worrisome phenomenon as these people could be strategically useful 
to the imperial project of expansion and territorial consolidation. Often, these 
mostly Muslim migrants were resettled in the still under-populated hinterlands of 
the vast empire, helping bring both economic productivity and security to hitherto 
neglected areas. Otherwise, migrants simply assimilated into the empire's expanding 
cities." 
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These tactics to accommodate these peoples, however, had to change as a result of 
a new Set of pressures put on the Ottoman Empire after 1878.’ Before large influxes of 
Tatars, Chechens, or Central Asian Muslims could have positive consequences after 
settling in sparsely populated areas of the empire. After 1878, however, expansionist 
neighbors grabbing large chunks of territory, coupled with the growing strains 
on raw materials necessary to build the infrastructure needed to accommodate yet 
more peoples, forced the empire's bureaucratic elite to adopt new, often inauspicious, 
counterproductive governing measures. Indeed, it is this last aspect that, with so much 
pressure to meet an unprecedented number of refugee demands, the relationship 
between the empire's diverse communities and the ever-expanding central state 
changed forever.’ 

By the 1880s, a new kind of political, as much as economic, entrepreneurialism 
emerged. Those Ottoman subjects possessing the ability to make or break the peace 
in the Ottoman realm became a very important political commodity. Indeed, with 
new constituencies emerging as a result of massive inflows of refugees from recently 
ceded Ottoman Serbia, Montenegro, Greece, and Romania, the elements requisite for 
“revolutionary” processes began to appear in abundance in the Balkans and larger 
Middle East. Such radicalization of domestic politics in response to the refugees made 
their full integration (and thus political neutralization) impossible. 

In order to make sense of the resulting struggles to contain or exploit the opportunities 
made by these sudden change of fortunes, this chapter explores how such an influx 
of refugees into diverse regions of the Ottoman Empire after 1878 compelled various 
strata of regional, local, and imperial government to adapt. As explained below, amid 
the constant efforts by government officials to address these refugees’ needs, measures 
taken to assure violence did not break out offered any number of those stakeholders 
involved—state authorities, refugees themselves, community leaders—opportunities 
to rise in prominence. In this respect, as much as the new Hamidian regime (1876- 
1908) needed to assure that the regions most affected remained calm, those expected 
to contribute to the stabilizing process often proved cunningly aware of the kind of 
leverage they gained under such crisis conditions. Their opportunities to act grew even 
further once the hardened “Great Power” determination to keep the Ottoman Empire 
(at least in the Balkans) intact began to change. 

A regular figure in this mix of opportunists and surrogates of competing interests 
was the Balkan/ Anatolian rebel. Known in the literature as a mixture of bandit, terrorist, 
and/or nationalist rebel, the ¢eta/hajduk/kacak of Balkan/Anatolian legend (and a 
plethora of possible allies, patrons, and rivals) completely changed the relationship 
between the Ottoman state and communities inhabiting the Balkans and Anatolia from 
1878 forward.‘ Their activities, fringed by the fluid refugee settlements established 
throughout, opened the door for a “micropolitics” of violence that is now understood 
to be a major historical force.* 

These temporary exchanges between disparate actors created multitudes of 
temporary constituencies whose many, often violent actions at once centered refugees 
in imperial and interstate polices and equally externalized their demands as they 
became part of “criminal” activities supported by bandits and/or foreign-funded 
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rebels. This “fluid” exchange ultimately left migrant Ottomans trapped in contested 
sociopolitical situations and the resulting battle for survival became the engine for 
much of the change in the empire’s last 40 years. More importantly, such contentious, 
unstable sociopolitical conditions proved to be the Ottoman Empire's impossible 
governing situation. As much as the empire already demonstrated the administrative 
wherewithal to adapt to such influxes of refugees with the Muhacirin Komisyonu created 
in the 1850s, other factors made this period after 1878 especially transformative—and 
onerous—for everyone involved. 

Adding to the dynamism of the era of course was that it overlapped with the Ottoman 
debt crisis discussed at length in the last chapter. Coupled with regime change in the 
form of a young Sultan Abdilhamid II in 1876, the (re)entrenched bureaucratic order 
was given a chance to push the Ottoman state onto a new, even accelerated path of 
modernist centralization, a direction seemingly ill-fit for a society suddenly exposed 
to such large amounts of perilously desperate refugees. Indeed, efforts to both steer 
the empire out of its crisis with Western financiers and deal with its refugees would 
at times result in a concentration of power that impacted how the state (and larger 
Ottoman society) could and/or would provide for refugees, a crucial ambiguity that 
played into the hands of hitherto obscure or even nonexistent “historical forces.” 


Making sense of an Ottoman provisional modernity 


One of the primary tasks of the Ottoman state immediately after the start of its war with 
Russia and its Balkan allies in the second half of the 1870s was to assure the strategic 
settlement of “displaced” peoples who flooded these contested, recently created 
“borderlands.’ (See Map 2.1.) A manifestation of this was the creation of a General 
Administrative Commission for Migrants (Idare-i Umumiye-i Muhacirin Komisyonu) 
in 1878, which quickly branched out services to so-called Migrant Directorates 
established in each territory where refugees were received and resettled.° One of the 
immediate consequences of these stopgap actions was an unexpected transformation 
of the actual relationship refugees had with their “hosts.” For example, many of those 
refugees receiving state assistance at these reception points actually ended up forming 
entirely new communities, often dominating the original inhabitants in the process.’ 

Just how this unfolds under the guise of an expansionist government resettlement 
scheme became highly politicized in the decades leading up to the upheaval throughout 
Central and Eastern Anatolia and the Balkan Wars of 1912-13.° During these years, 
a cycle of government action and reaction often pitted ambitious local surrogates of 
foreign interests against state officials’ efforts to use any means necessary to keep the 
peace in their vexed homelands. It is especially at this kind of conjuncture that ethnic 
entrepreneurs in various parts of the empire and their foreign patrons exploited tensions 
arising over how local assets would be distributed to accommodate newly arrived 
refugees rather than indigenous communities. The resulting conflicts over access to 
communal forests, arable land, and water rights are but a few of the transformative 
flashpoints invoked throughout this book.’ 
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Map 2.1 Ottoman Western Balkans 1878-1912. 


Political activation and integration politics 


At the heart of this churning human adaptability was the operating directive of the 
Ottoman bureaucracy—to provide care for these floods of destitute victims." I call this 
a Provisional Modernity that will serve as an interpretive angle that deracinates events 
from tendentious contexts post-Ottoman historians imposed to serve the individual 
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nation’s story. As presented here, the flow of human beings throughout the Ottoman 
territories as a direct result of significant territorial loses after war complicated a 
slowly emergent, but still malleable, international liberal capitalist order germinating 
around the world. While shaped by legal standards, diplomatic principles, and “laws 
of civilization,” this materializing “world order” proved contingent, subject to constant 
transformations taking place on the ground especially in the Ottoman Balkans, 
Anatolia, and even Mesopotamia, rather than in hitherto nonexistent national spaces. 

The point here, in other words, is not to impose a single set of causal forces behind 
say the “rise of capitalism” or the “liberation” (or destruction) of a national people but 
to open up new interpretative spaces to appreciate what took priority at the immediate 
level for state officials and various Ottoman subjects. For instance, it may have been 
critical to relations between various Ottoman officials and representatives of outside 
financial interests that the massive population shifts—due in part to violence induced 
by famines in Eastern Anatolia and Arabia, as well as the result of a defeat at the hands 
of Russia—became the primary focus of Ottoman state reforms.'! Such momentary 
shifts surely undermined some bankers’ agendas as a consequence. 

This conflict in priorities becomes increasingly important when we understand 
how strife within communities over access to key resources, such as water, land, 
and fuel leaves the entire structure of imperial order even more confusing from the 
perspective of investors. That we are dealing with the introduction of refugees in those 
fragile spaces disrupted by war, compounded by the fact that the Ottoman government 
was in tremendous flux (partially in response to the refugee situation), reinforces the 
claim that we can usefully consider explaining much of the transitional era through the 
prism of itinerate Ottomans. 

Unfortunately, at these crucial moments when organization and generosity were 
most needed, there was often little the defeated government could do. War and 
occupation by hostile troops had strained those communities hosting refugees to the 
breaking point. With their supply chains cut off and their food stores depleted by raids, 
for example, regions directly affected by war were the least able (and least willing) to 
accommodate tens of thousands of refugees. In situations like this, the demands put on 
host communities to accommodate refugees, even temporarily, proved to disrupt—and 
in some cases destroy outright—indigenous political orders. 

A primary source of such disruptions was the sudden clashes over the distribution 
of the basic necessities of life. For instance, we can observe in Kosovo that during 
this initial 1878-81 period a lack of provisions (often due to artificial “shortages” 
created by high market prices for grains and livestock and subsequent hoarding) left 
most communities straining to feed themselves, let alone refugees flooding these 
areas by the tens of thousands. The conditions were so bad in parts of Kosovo that 
throughout the winter and early spring of 1878, whatever government agency existed 
had to occasionally induce the large-scale transfer of already “settled” refugees to other 
locations.” 

Akind of interminable uncertainty emerged in such settings. As a result, throughout 
1878 the immediate needs of refugees were constantly frustrated. This failure to 
adequately care for temporarily resettled populations resulted in the realignment of 
relations between locals, the Ottoman state, and refugees. For their part, the refugees 
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were not going to countenance enduring hunger, and many took matters into their 
own hands. One of the more spectacular examples of such determination was the 
raiding of known food stores in Kosovo and Manastur’s towns. It is not hard to imagine 
the scene when reading the short reports about the sizable contingencies of Ottoman 
troops garrisoned in these towns refusing to stop the looting.” 

More than simply an issue of feeding one’s hungry and cold family members, 
the emergent refugee constituencies proved fully articulate of their rapidly adapting 
demands. In this respect they graduated quickly from being “refugees” to politicized 
refugee communities inside a larger post-conflict Ottoman Kosovo. Here lies the 
dynamic space of something we can call an integration politics, one obviously fraught 
with flashpoints that could redraw the contours of local society for years. Indeed, 
as revealed below, refugee agency became the source of a productive volatility, an 
instability that necessarily rearticulated for many what in fact served as communal 
interests for years to come. 

It was not just feeding refugees (or potential ones) that shaped the provisional 
arenas in which postwar societies (and the reforming state) operated. The underlying 
concern to cater to or prevent the movement of (potential) refugees for local officials 
meant that there were also complex patterns of community-building at play.’ In this 
respect, viewing events with the benefit of hindsight, the observable “chaos” sprouting 
out of regions most afflicted by waves of refugees was not entirely negative, at least 
for certain actors. For one, it invited the kind of conflict that ultimately opened doors 
of opportunity for external powers and local ethnic entrepreneurs seeking foreign 
patronage. Furthermore, the lack of a coherent policy in dealing with the refugees 
not only changed the way people interacted with their neighbors, but also ultimately 
disrupted the traditional patriarchal structures that had allowed old landowning 
families to sustain their influence well beyond the transition from Ottoman to post- 
Ottoman rule. 

As seen in the case of Mt Lebanon as early as 1840, this bastion of French 
direct interference witnessed a power struggle between “old-guard” community 
leaders with strong links to the Ottoman state and an emergent, radicalized group 
of activists whose sharpened sectarian identity claims strategically complicated 
previously harmonious inter-communal relations. At its source, the decades-long 
violence periodically rising out of these “mixed” communities thus proved an 
enduring struggle for ascendency in face of shifting land ownership and foreign 
power patronage.'° At the heart of these tensions played out in similar fashion in 
Syria/Lebanon was the use by French consular staff of their diplomatic immunity 
and powers to “protect” Ottoman Maronites at the detriment of others. As these 
well-known events prove, most often, the gravest threat came from those men 
willing to side with the first outside interest capable of paying a stipend, issuing land, 
or offering the much-sought-after modern rifles.”” 

The Balkans immediately after the Russo-Ottoman war of 1877-8 proved to have 
fallen into such a quagmire. Any number of people emerged as active agents of change 
in the midst of desperate measures by the state to accommodate tens of thousands of 
Ottoman subjects (mostly Muslims) being strategically expunged from their lucrative 
lands in Bulgaria, Nis, Herzegovina, and Montenegro.’* Specific to those regions 


Resettlement Regimes and Empire 49 


on the “frontline” of this tsunami of potentially dangerous refugees was the newly 
recalibrated province of Kosovo. This vast region, spanning from Novipazar to the 
north to present-day Macedonia to the south, had long seen the influx of refugees. 
The fact that upwards of 200,000 largely Muslim Albanian and Slavic speakers flooded 
the Kosovo area (in which no more than 800,000 people lived) during the 1877-8 war 
meant the authorities trying to temporarily settle these peoples would always have 
to take into account that their homelands were within walking distance.” Ultimately, 
the phenomenon of refugee communities being camped literally within view of their 
old farmlands posed entirely different kinds of problems for the newly expanded 
government offices charged with caring for them. As such, the fateful decision (if the 
state even had a choice) to keep most of the Ni’ refugees relatively close by in the 
Kosovo regions of Drenica and Gjakova ignited a firestorm of conflict. 

Known today in the local Albanian context as the muhaxhir (derived from Arabic, via 
Ottoman, meaning expellee or sometimes simply immigrant),” these “Nish muhaxhir,” 
constituting a powerful sub-group in present-day Kosovo’s domestic politics, were 
immediately positioning themselves to organize a way back home.”! As I proceed to 
study this process, it is important to stress that the manner by which these refugees 
mobilized disproves the normative association of refugees with political vulnerability 
and dependency on the charity of others. For example, these refugees from Nis proved 
unwilling to rely on the modest capacities of their hosts in Kosovo to accommodate 
their needs, if that meant making them subservient to host (or government) political 
demands. In this respect, far from being paralyzed, these refugees quickly formed 
interest groups, constituencies that immediately forced their ways into local affairs.” 
Indeed, considering the extent to which their presence created the impetus for the 
three-year period of violence in Kosovo, known today as the quintessential era of 
Albanian nationalist rebirth or rilindja, it is probably safe to say that these Nis muhacir 
took over local polities.” 

Facing an unprecedented amount of pressure, previously autonomous Kosovo 
Albanian communal leaders reached out to the Ottoman government to seek direct 
state assistance in face of the fully mobilized, and increasingly hostile Nis muhacir 
communities settling in their midst.** These overtures reflected a contentious 
coexistence between hardened camps with entirely different needs. The resulting 
political theater would transform local politics to the extent that the future violence in 
Macedonia—and incumbent foreign interventions—was most likely the birth child of 
this new order imposed on the Ottoman Balkans.” 

As such, what the mostly Nis-origin (and Bosnia) refugees accomplished by 
reconstituting themselves within those Kosovar communities forced to accommodate 
them proves to be a crucial turning point in the region’s modern history. By the summer 
of 1878, many were radicalized by their experiences of first expulsion and economic 
ruin, then the often hostile reception from local landowning elites forced to hand over 
properties and valuable supplies during the winter to accommodate them. In face of 
such local hostility to their presence, and the diplomatic process in Berlin still “under 
negotiation,’ Nis-community leaders took matters in their own hands; they basically 
pushed back at efforts by their hosts to exclude them from local council meetings held 
during the crucial spring of 1878 period.” 
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Evidence suggests that they not only forced their way into the debates with visiting 
government representatives that concerned their immediate and potentially long-term 
interests, but that they also, in several instances, circumvented the authority of local 
leaders in those areas they were forced to settle. In many ways, the Drenica (Rahovec, 
Suha Reka, Lipjan, Mitrovica, Klina) and Dukagjin (Peja, Gjakova, Prizren) sub- 
districts where most of these Ni§ muhacir settled (and still live) became the incubator 
for a rival, far more radical, often anti-state constituency. Indeed all evidence points 
to the conclusion that, within a few months of these Nis muhacir massive settlement, 
the domestic politics of a region long entrenched in Ottoman affairs as a reliable 
bulwark to expansionist Slavic neighbors, was torn apart. There is no better evidence 
of this transformation than the violent confrontations that took place, not with the 
Montenegrin and Serbian forces entrenched nearby on newly conquered lands, but 
with Ottoman state authorities and their local Kosovar Albanian (Muslim) allies.’’ 

As these Nis refugees waited for acknowledgment from locals, they took measures 
to ensure that they were properly accommodated by often confiscating food stored 
in towns. They also simply appropriated lands and began to build shelter on them. A 
number of cases also point to banditry in the form of livestock raiding and “illegal” 
hunting in communal forests, all parts of refugees’ repertoire.” At this early stage of the 
crisis, such actions overwhelmed the Ottoman state, with the institution least capable 
of addressing these issues being the newly created Muhacirin Miidiiriyeti. 

Ignored in the scholarship, these acts of survival by desperate refugees constituted 
a serious threat to the established Kosovar communities. The leaders of these 
communities thus spent considerable efforts lobbying the Sultan to do something 
about the refugees.” Such overtures tangentially led to the sharpening of regional 
interests as policies implemented to address local concerns impacted potential clients 
of these external powers. The long-term consequence was a deep divide within 
Kosovar society, one that strengthened the ties of the “conservative” regime in Istanbul 
(that included the Sultan as a “Muslim” and the Rum Patriarch whose support of a 
strong Ottomanism hinged on continued authority over Orthodox Christians) with 
once entrenched Albanian and Slavic landowning families now threatened by new 
constituent interests.*° 

While these Nis muhacir would in some ways integrate into the larger regional 
context, as evidenced later, they, and a number of other Albanian-speaking refugees 
streaming in for the next 20 years from Montenegro and Serbia, constituted a strong 
opposition block to the Sultan’s rule.*! It is chiefly from these reconstituted groups 
that the most active supporters of the future CUP would arise. It is important to 
stress, however, that not all muhacir grew to despise the Sultan. Bosnian and Chechen 
refugees would prove, by in large, the most enthusiastic supporters of the government, 
a reflection of the strategic thinking of the Ottoman state that settled these peoples 
amid the Kosovo/Macedonia quagmire in such large numbers.” 

Perhaps the most emblematic (but often abused in the scholarship) manifestation 
of these tensions was the violent response to the Ottoman Empire’s formal surrender of 
many of these peoples’ homelands during the Berlin Congress of 1878. One particularly 
infamous event has been totally misrepresented by the nationalist historiography at the 
expense of considering the refugee impact on domestic political stability in Kosovo. 
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As local notables reached out to Istanbul to help negotiate a viable, long-term solution 
to the rapidly changing dynamics in the region, a delegation led by one Mehmed Ali 
Pasha arrived in Kosovo to begin a tour of the province and meet local notables. By 
the time his delegation reached the important trading town of Gjakova (Yakova in 
Ottoman) in western Kosovo, all the tension within this heavily afflicted region was 
at play.* 

Gjakova and its rich lands had become a major destination for streams of refugees, 
especially from the highland Catholic communities being gradually eradicated by 
Montenegro. While it appears the Ottoman state tried to accommodate these virtually 
intact Catholic Malésoré (Northern Albanian highland) communities with lands they 
“purchased” or “leased” from local landowners, clashes over the rights of these lands 
stressed the region.*4 In many ways, local Albanian notables—Catholic and Muslim— 
were keen on seeing the state assert a new order to the area that would preserve what 
remained of their power. 

It did not work out that way, however. Disgruntled refugees and relatively fluid 
local constituencies interpreted this open alliance between the Hamidian state and 
local landowners a long-term threat. The brutal attack on the house of Abdullah 
Pasha, the local Albanian notable who hosted the Ottoman state's representative 
Mehmed Ali Pasha, constituted an especially dangerous breach of all that was sacred 
in western Kosovo. A long-held tradition of respectfully hosting and providing shelter 
to guests (especially dignitaries sent from Istanbul) meant that this unprecedented 
attack on Abdullah Pasha by refugees ran afoul of an important mechanism designed 
to ensure the maintenance of local order. What seems to have developed in Kosovo 
as a result of the San Stefano and Berlin treaties was a sharply divided postwar social 
and political milieu.** And while the scale was never more than local outbursts of 
violence between a relatively small amount of people, this condition, as will be seen 
inside Kosovo's Macedonian territories within the decade, would have the cumulative 
effect of destroying the Ottoman Empire's ability to manage this transitional period. 
The murder of Mehmed Ali Pasha and his highly respected host, therefore, should not 
be understood only as a simple act of defiance of Ottoman order, nor as the sudden 
breakdown of local custom, but also as a usurpation of local power.** 


Serbia’s Nis settlement scheme 


As a point of contrast, it may be useful to briefly consider just how differently Serbia 
managed its integration politics in the very Nis territories from which so many of these 
refugees upsetting the Ottoman Balkans came. The fact that lands recently conquered 
would remain culturally “mixed” posed a problem for some early nationalist state- 
builders in Serbia.” In an attempt to address this incongruent social reality, state 
bureaucracies in Serbia became the new political battleground as conflicting visions 
of the post-Tanzimat order clashed. On the one hand, politically ambitious liberals 
aimed to instigate new social rules to their uncomfortably heterogeneous societies. The 
subsequent struggle to secure these “rescued” homelands in face of resistance by those 
suddenly deemed “minorities” created several mutually exclusive narratives of modern 
statehood that mirrored the emerging factions within the new states’ bureaucracies.** 
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Many within these governments (and without) capitalized on the apparent 
contradiction to create new narratives of fear, plans of colonization, and alliances 
with newly empowered religious institutions. In this context, the new border areas 
themselves became the domain in which questions of belonging, especially within 
state-sanctioned religious orders, surfaced in their most raw and violent form.” On 
the other hand, there were elements within all these regimes that frowned upon such 
politics of “difference.” Fiscal conservatives in particular, in face of demands from 
Europe's financial elite to start again repaying the Ottoman’s debt their new country 
inherited, feared the likely economic disruptions caused by any rise in ethno-sectarian 
chauvinism. In their attempt to preempt any outbreak of violence, factions within each 
government of Prince Obrenovi¢ promoted a flexible, accommodating regime in the 
economically productive lands that made up the new borders separating, for example, 
Serbia and Kosovo (the former Nis sancak), and the Adriatic from its hinterland 
(Iskodra vildyet). The ensuing struggle to shape government policies thus pitted 
bureaucrats against local stakeholders, a constant in western Balkan history that would 
not change until the 1920s.*° For those who saw the disruptive long-term consequences 
of permanently expelling “non-Serbs” from the newly awarded territories, which by 
most accounts was a majority non-Serb population prior to 1877-8, the biggest concern 
was the region's economic base. Simply put, placating Belgrade-based nationalists did 
not fit well with the demands Serbia’s newfound independence made on the economy. 

Recall that both Serbia and Montenegro inherited some of the outstanding debt 
from the Ottoman Empire and were thus expected to adopt strategies to repay it. As a 
consequence, Serbia and Montenegro had to expose their economies to European private 
capital, eventually floating new loans while establishing a national economy geared to 
paying back its debt.’ In this setting, Serbia's hard-liner “ethnic” entrepreneurs were 
somewhat restrained throughout the 1880s as bureaucrats insisted that the country 
needed to maintain a balance between demands for demographic purification and the 
need to preserve the economic vitality of the Nis province and its many tax-paying 
districts (Pirot, Leskovac, Prokuplje, Vranje, and Toplica). 

This all suggests that considerable energy was invested in adapting to the very 
different and diverse local conditions that had evolved over the course of the Tanzimat. 
At the forefront of this accommodating side of the new Serbian regime was the attempt 
to return this highly productive area of Nis to some form of economic stability. Much 
evidence exists to suggest that officials prioritized economic stability in the region, 
long dependent on agriculture and regional markets found in what was after 1878 in 
Ottoman Kosovo. As a consequence, many officials in Belgrade would have to adopt 
policies that encouraged continuity and reintegration, not destruction. 

The most readily available example of this balancing the domestic political needs of 
radical nationalists with larger economic demands is the management of the so-called 
Novi Krajevi (new areas) of Nis recently transferred to Serbia.” In these areas, the 
Serbian regime actually attempted to protect the “minority” landowning class whose 
Muslim faith presumably disqualified them from living in the new principality. Rather 
than simply confiscating the land, as promoted by some, more pragmatic elements 
of the state bureaucracy developed mechanisms that advocated greater stability. For 
example, almost immediately after securing the regions around Nis and through the 
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Morava and Ni8ava river valleys in July 1877, experienced bureaucrats from Belgrade 
were sent to the region with considerable administrative power. Among other things, 
this cadre of administrators, under the direct command of the Minister of Education 
and Religious Affairs, successfully transferred governmental responsibilities in these 
areas from the army to civilians.” 

In the process of first establishing a civilian-run provisional government and then 
adopting policies that formally integrated these southern territories into a larger 
Serbia in less destructive ways, an elaborate scheme developed around the standard 
of local-Belgrade collaboration. This proved somewhat inconsistent because of the 
diverse conditions facing officials sent by Belgrade. After all, these were formerly 
Ottoman territories with a vastly more diverse population that, no matter how effective 
Serb army’s “ethnic cleansing” schemes were, was not fully eradicated.“ Instead of 
seeking to “complete” the task of “purifying” Nis, however, it is clear that in many 
cases, considerable effort was put to not only keep “non-Serbs” from leaving but also 
encourage large numbers now living as refugees in Kosovo to return.* 

One of the measures adopted to realize this goal was consulting with locals in 
drawing up plans to entice expellees to “repatriate.” Such a strategy corresponds with 
evidence that the civilian government granted “non-Serbs” important roles within the 
municipal councils set up in these early years of integration. Such local participation 
greatly tempered the push by Serbs from the north whose attitude toward these 
“backwater” districts resembled more a colonialist than a “Serb brother.” In these 
regions, as a consequence, far less economic exploitation took place. This distinction 
between more “integrated” districts and those remaining distant proves crucial to 
understanding the post-Berlin Congress Balkans in general. 

In those municipalities and districts where locals retained the desired counterweight 
to Belgrade-based nationalist and army officials, considerable continuity from the 
Ottoman era to the Serbian is evident. According to a report to Belgrade, Vasiljevi¢, 
the Serbian-government administrator preserved many of the Ottoman institutions, 
and, as much as possible, encouraged those who previously ran them to stay. He 
justified this by assuring his superiors in Belgrade that locals were accustomed to these 
institutions and would be willing to cooperate with the new regime if not faced with so 
much day-to-day change affecting their lives. In other words, the choices made by local 
administration reveal an underlying tension in the modern world: Serbian state rule 
would be acceptable, even to Albanians and other Muslims, if these old institutions 
remained in place.“ 

One can observe that in strategically important areas, the new Serbian state 
purposefully left the old Ottoman laws intact. More important, when the state wished 
to enforce its authority, officials felt it necessary to seek the assistance of those with 
some experience, using the old Ottoman administrative codes to assist judges make 
rulings.” There still remained, however, the problem of the region being largely 
depopulated as a consequence of the wars. 

Milos Jagodi¢ tabulated that at least 30,000 “Albanians” had been forced to leave 
the towns of Ni’, Prokuplje, Leskovac, and Vranje for Kosovo.’ Belgrade needed 
these people, mostly the landowners of the productive farmlands surrounding these 
towns, back. In subsequent attempts to lure these economically vital people back, 
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while paying lip-service to the nationalist calls for “purification, Belgrade officials 
adopted a compromise position that satisfied both economic rationalists who argued 
that Serbia needed these people and those who wanted to separate “Albanians” from 
“Serbs.” Instead of returning back to their “mixed” villages and towns of the previous 
Ottoman era, these “Albanians,” “Pomoks,” and “Turks” were encouraged to move into 
concentrated clusters of villages in Masurica, and Gornja Jablanica that the Serbian 
state set up for them.” For this “repatriation” to work, however, authorities needed the 
cooperation of local leaders to help persuade members of their community who were 
refugees in Ottoman territories to “return” 

In this regard, the collaboration between Shahid Pasha and the Serbian regime 
stands out. An Albanian who commanded the Sofia barracks during the war, Shahid 
Pasha negotiated directly with the future king of Serbia, Prince Milan Obrenovi¢, to 
secure the safety of those returnees who would settle in the many villages of Gornja 
Jablanica.*! To help facilitate such collaborative ventures, laws were needed that would 
guarantee the safety of these communities likely to be targeted by the rising nationalist 
elements infiltrating the Serbian army at the time. Indeed, throughout the 1880s, 
efforts were made to regulate the interaction between exiled Muslim landowners and 
those local and newly immigrant farmers working their lands. Furthermore, laws 
passed in early 1880 began a process of managing the resettlement of the region that 
accommodated those refugees who came from Austrian-controlled Herzegovina and 
from Bulgaria.** Cooperation, in other words, was the preferred form of exchange 
within the borderland, not violent confrontation. 

And yet, small-scale violence constantly broke out on either side of the established 
frontiers.*’ As seen in the case of the “Macedonia” problem 20 years later, unsettlement 
both mobilized refugees to organize to the point of becoming formidable political 
forces in their own right, and sustained a contentious socioeconomic space that 
allowed for all kinds of opportunity-seekers to thrive as bandit leaders, revolutionaries, 
state henchmen, and/or smugglers.™ Part of the problem was the reckless behavior of 
outside powers not necessarily invested in seeing the kind of stable integration of these 
post-Berlin Treaty polities created by shifted boundaries. 

For instance, while the Treaty of Berlin defined the legal status and guaranteed the 
rights and liberties of so-called minorities, especially Christians, Muslims in many 
of the newly “liberated” lands occupied by Bulgaria still suffered hardships. Those 
Bulgarian state authorities who were put into positions of authority during Russian 
occupation immediately got to work in denying those Muslim inhabitants refusing 
to flee Bulgaria's “liberated” territories the right to cultivate their lands. Indeed, in 
parts of western Bulgaria that was still populated by a sizeable “minority” of Muslims, 
forces were unleashed to actively terrorize those remaining pockets of Muslims (and 
Serbs) who would not take the increasingly popular measure of “converting” before an 
apparently active roaming band of Exarchate Bulgarian priests.” 

Beyond forcefully converting Muslims and Serbs, officials made sure non-Bulgarians 
would be disarmed. At the same time, state officials armed those “Bulgarians,” many 
who were themselves refugees, as a means of integrating them into areas once inhabited 
by Muslims, Serbs, or Rum Orthodox Christians further south. For example, officials 
seized Muslim weapons and passed them onto those “loyal Bulgarians” who were then 
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charged with “keeping order” in the Zishtovi and Edirne regions. One General Gurko 
apparently added another 60,000 rifles to the region by passing out to Bulgarians 
located further south—on the Macedonia “border”—a policy of selectively arming 
civilians that had obvious consequences in the years to come.*° 

No longer capable of defending themselves from a mobilized, now politically 
empowered class of “unleashed” bandits-cum-nationalists, many Muslims had no 
choice but to move. What is crucial is that many did not end up as refugees in Ottoman 
territories, but clustered into areas within the confines of territorial Bulgaria where 
other Muslims either lived, or had earlier moved.*’ These “internal” displacements— 
which can only be seen as casualties of a new strategic calculus—often forced state 
officials to take new measures to assure these refugees were properly accommodated. 
For example, as with Serbia, new considerations about what to do with the potential 
assets of newly conquered areas also shaped Bulgaria's integration politics. In time, 
Bulgarian government policies no longer sought to use violence to summarily expel 
Muslims. Rather, almost all post-Ottoman states in the Balkans realized that the entire 
“depopulation” of areas inhabited by Muslims would not just destabilize countries, but 
impoverish them. 

For newly created “national” leaders, a new kind of discourse formulated around 
action plans emerged. While the pursuit of demographic “balance” in the “liberated” 
regions of the former Ottoman Empire was important for the long-term political 
development of Bulgaria, Greece, Serbia (Yugoslavia), Middle East, and Turkey, 
the economic realism embraced by a liberal elite—men often first socialized in the 
late Ottoman world—staunched “final solution” level operations promoted by less- 
disciplined political forces. Economic stability, after all, was necessary as all post- 
Ottoman states inherited part of the Ottoman debt and were thus compelled to make 
annual payments to the same banks the Ottomans did. In this respect, these transitional 
governments were not entirely deaf to the interests of otherwise publically vilified 
Muslim/Albanian/Kurdish “others,” all Ottoman subjects still living in those areas that 
would have to produce revenues and pay off inherited debts. 

For their part, targeted Ottoman Muslims in Bulgaria did not stand idle. As a first 
step, some of the afflicted communities in western Bulgaria tried to petition the powers 
to address their fears of imminent expulsion.* If, however, such calls were not heeded, 
as would prove to be the case in the vast majority of time indigenous peoples begged 
European authorities for help, there were other options.” As would become clear in 
areas further westward, just in case soliciting outsider sympathies by way of evoking 
“universal” values did not work, local communities had a much older repertoire of 
tactics on which they could rely.” 

Such manifestations of internal power struggles became distorted through the 
lens of Great Power diplomacy and of regional patrons struggling for power in their 
newly created post-Ottoman (or, in the case of Bulgaria, autonomous tributary) 
polities. Be they consular staff members writing letters to home offices in Paris, Berlin, 
Vienna, or London, or regional “informants” infusing those reports with calculated 
lies, distortions, or points of emphasis (at the expense of other possible angles of 
interpretation/representation), selected moments of violence (or cooperation) 
functioned to streamline otherwise “incoherent” Balkan politics. This constituted 
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the kind of transformative window of opportunity that ethnic entrepreneurs and 
expansion-minded venture capitalists needed to transform the region after 1878.° 

Over the next three decades, Bulgaria became itself a new dynamic force in regional 
affairs, joining the conflicted struggle between Serbian and Montenegrin (not to mention 
Habsburg and Ottoman) political actors to control a post-Berlin world.” In this new 
and volatile context, efficient management of land and resources became absolutely 
crucial if refugee communities were to be accommodated without further upheaval. 
Having proven their ability to violently force the state to grant them concessions, many 
refugees’ tactics of threatening violence transformed the methods of rule in many parts 
of the Ottoman Empire, often upsetting the phase in Ottoman “governmentality” that 
some scholars today herald as a kind of “Ottoman colonial modernity:” 

What may be more useful at this point is to consider how these integration policies 
not only left a political imprint, but were integrated into a set of economic calculations 
that had lingering consequences on the way the major receiving areas of Ottoman 
refugees managed conflicts. In the end, the marginalization of community leaders 
from the daily administration of the region’s self-defense mechanism was probably the 
most dangerous change introduced by the various agreements signed by the Ottoman 
state and outside powers on behalf of local, often Christian constituents. 


Economizing integration politics 


Another important factor in the relationship between refugees and their hosts was 
the regional economic climate just prior to the refugees’ influx. Communities in 
diverse regions like Basra/Kuwait, Kosovo, Anatolia, and Iskodra were in the throes 
of widespread economic and social transformation before they became host to tens 
of thousands of refugees. In the Balkans, the changes caused by the sudden shift in 
regional trade following the redrawing of borders had immediately manifested in 
new frontier structures. Roads and bridges, for instance, were often redirected in 
order to fit the contours of the borders. This fact occasionally left parts of once well- 
connected regions suddenly isolated. Facing economic marginalization, these now 
frontier communities often became the centers for lucrative smuggling networks. As 
I previously noted, these unanticipated “consequences of empire” transformed the 
political careers of entire regions and their temporary political leaders.” 

This also plays out in interesting ways in an area of northeast Arabia/Kuwait, where 
rival landed/property-owning elites faced a game-changing influx of refugees. Due 
to a sudden shift in local fortunes instigated by drought in the Hasa region further 
south, throughout the 1890s a large group of people were chased out by the resulting 
poverty and violence as people competed for water and food that was in short supply. 
This migration invariably led to Basra in southern Iraq becoming a major receiving 
point—a shift that compromised the effectiveness of Ottoman administration in larger 
Mesopotamia for much of the last 30 years of rule in the region. One of the results 
was a series of actions/counter-actions within the extended al-Sabah family on whose 
lands/farms many of these thousands of refugees settled.™ 

As peoples continued to escape the violent consequences of drought in Eastern 
Arabia (thus inducing peoples to seek refuge in securely administered Ottoman areas 
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like Basra), regional leaders like Muhammad al-Sabah attempted to capitalize on new 
trading possibilities engendered by growing human traffic. These moves were at least 
partially motivated by the desire to economically marginalize Muhammad’s younger 
brother Mubarak, whose activities proved destabilizing to Kuwait's domestic politics. 
In this connection, we observe grand “imperial-scale” projects/machinations being put 
to the service of a local sibling rivalry.® 

As elsewhere, the region became an area of conflicting interests. The Berlin-to- 
Baghdad railroad in particular weighed heavily on the calculations of a number of 
stakeholders. It is through this same highly contested oasis and “empty lands” that 
the rail projects necessary to expand trade would have to pass. The influx of tens of 
thousands of destitute peoples thus lent new value to the project, both as an economic 
investment and in respect to its political importance. 

As the project moved forward in the context of such demographic upheaval, the 
cooperation of local leaders capable of controlling these masses proved vital. This 
international project linking Germany to the Persian/Arab Gulf, in other words, needed 
local cooperation to assure lands once used for pasture, water extraction, or farming 
would be available.® Likewise, the project was considerably more feasible economically 
because these large numbers of destitute refugees could become an invaluable pool of 
“cheap” labor used to build the railroad. 

Beyond the immediate need for labor, which, depending on the companies 
receiving land concessions, could have resorted to importing cheap labor from the 
Mediterranean or India, the dynamics put into place by so many refugees from Arabia 
meant an entirely new source of labor for not only European construction companies, 
but also Ottoman ones, emerged. As many of these refugees would have to “pay” for 
their right to use local water and lands, the interests of multiple actors in this period 
of transition were served by the new influx. Local landowners in particular were 
empowered as they gained new leverage. Such a redistribution of power ultimately 
compelled the agents of foreign financial interests and rival imperial states to solicit 
the assistance of these landowners in order to ensure that the region’s land and human 
resources would be available for future capital-intensive development projects. 

Perhaps the most adversely affected area by this massive influx of destitute peoples 
and the parallel struggle over concessions for the railroad was the port town of Kuwait. 
For one, it was the preferred terminus for any railroad from Europe.” As a result, the 
Sabah family, ruling the region in a loose alliance with the Ottomans for decades, 
was especially impacted by the larger geostrategic and demographic context of this 
European race to Baghdad. Caught in the middle, the family would find itself eventually 
torn apart. In this manner, conflict in Kuwait throughout the 1892 to 1899 period may 
offer future scholars yet another example of how local dynamics created by migrations, 
settlement arrangements, and opportunistic solicitations to outside patrons, contributes 
to our reinterpreting the political economy of modern imperialism. 

At the heart of the growing strategic importance of Kuwait was the lucrative trade 
already being conducted through the free port. Of particular interest is the fact that 
large amounts of products from the major Indian Ocean ports eventually docked in 
Kuwait.®* Such trade both supplied the larger hinterland with much coveted food, 
gold/silver, labor, and weapons, and permitted regional producers of pearls, baskets, 
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and camel products to access the larger commercial world.” As a consequence, many 
initial surveys into possible destination/access points for proposed railroad projects 
calculated that Kuwait was the preferred end point. 

By the 1890s, Kuwait and its immediate hinterland became a particularly complicated 
arena, posing new challenges to Ottoman authorities based in Hasa, Basra, and 
beyond. At the center of Ottoman concerns was that Russian and British provocateurs, 
commercial agents, and government representatives were animating local Kuwaiti and 
regional politics. In particular, it was the flow of weapons through Kuwait that often 
ended up in the hands of occasionally rebellious locals and/or migrants that became 
a particularly unwelcome development.” One of the consequences of this was a rapid 
shift in local power, ultimately pitting established commercial interests with links to 
Bombay (but not necessarily Britain) against a newly ascendant political elite that 
would divide the Sabah family and permanently place them in the middle of Great 
Power calculations.”! 

The turning point took place when power transferred to Shaykh Muhammad 
al-Sabah in 1892. As a result of this, a perceptible tension animated the internal affairs 
of the commercial and political elite of Kuwait.” In the course of the transition, the 
youngest of the promoted members of the ascendant family, Mubarak al-Sabah, 
suddenly thrust himself into the daily affairs of not only his family’s operations, but 
those of crucial merchant allies as well. It seems that as a result, Mubarak succeeded in 
the initiation of new trade lines with hitherto excluded merchant interests, including 
British agents based in Bushire in Persia.” This new commercial arrangement created an 
increased flow of imported goods from a wide range of European-protected merchants, 
a development that challenged previous commercial monopolies in Kuwait. 

All of this, in turn, created a perceptible transfer of economic power in the port 
city. The misuse of privileges accrued to the new “prince” immediately compromised 
well-established networks of trade and political patronage that also had links to 
Bombay commercial interests. As rivals to Mubarak’s power maneuvered to use their 
connections in Bombay in order to squash him, the new escalation led to direct British 
involvement in Kuwait. 

It is important to stress again at this point that such political calculations were all 
based on integrating refugees into the larger administrative, commercial, and political 
story. The entire Kuwaiti dynamic was predicated on controlling migrations that had 
intensified due to the on-going commercial transformations caused by Ottoman 
administrative advances in Baghdad and Basra, new access to land along the Euphrates, 
and paid labor opportunities. Peoples struggling to survive in drought-ridden Eastern 
Arabia—as well as fleeing political violence that in part manifested itself in the form 
of Wahhabi-driven persecutions of indigenous Shiite communities—sought Ottoman 
sanctuary.” The end result for these polities having to accommodate such flows of 
human migration was an internal power struggle that opened a window of opportunity 
for both outside powers and a number of local actors to become agents for change as 
they facilitated, or challenged, the ambitions of men like those around Mubarak.” 

In the Balkans, this whole process was only exacerbated by the arrival in 1881 
of European-backed debt commissions charged to operate as customs agents at the 
empire's major ports and border posts in order to harvest Ottoman trade revenues for 
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the repayment of debt to European banks. The often frantic efforts by the Ottoman 
administration to cater to the demands of its outside creditors and the heavy-handed 
attempt by debt-collection operations invited far more instability as formal trade 
patterns were disrupted. In response to increased formal oversight of trade, as per the 
banks’ demands, people attempted to circumvent regulatory mechanisms, expanding 
parallel trade networks as a result. Ironically, such local adaptations to heavy-handed 
regulations further frustrated the attempt by private finance to “penetrate” these 
regional economies.” 

Indeed, it seems the conditions that had wrought so much violent opposition to 
Ottoman government in 1878 during the first phase of refugee settlement did not fully 
subside in the subsequent decades. The same district of Gjakova/Yakova that, as noted 
earlier, had led to the spectacular murder of an imperial delegation (and patriarch 
of a leading local family) in 1878 continued to crack at the edges due to lingering 
issues with refugees. One example of this upsurge in violence in Gjakova was an 
otherwise generic family feud that quickly devolved into a larger community rivalry 
that took on the dynamics of Catholic on Muslim violence. As the local mutassarif of 
Gjakova, Sakir Pasha tried to pacify members of the warring families by using both 
coercion and money, the combination of bribes and threats backfired. The attempt to 
essentially bribe a select group of local Catholic Albanians (who were actually refugees 
from mountainous lands ceded to Montenegro in 1878) not only hoped to address a 
lingering “sectarian” tinderbox, but also to reintegrate these refugees into the state's 
graces. The problem was the inducements included giving these refugee families more 
land, which rubbed indigenous families the wrong way. 

For two Albanian Muslims, Siileyman Batushi and Luca Babi, representing a newly 
created committee of aggrieved locals, the transfer of their community’s land to these 
Catholic refugees duplicated the mistakes of the state 20 years earlier. These Catholic 
refugee families had been apparently already compensated in the 1870s with portions 
of this host community’s forests and pasture. Such lingering issues (and pent-up 
resentments) over land highlights the dangers of simply interpreting the violence as 
either a clash between Christians and Muslims, or a local “nationalist” hostility toward 
the Ottoman Empire. In fact, considering what has been discussed throughout this 
chapter regarding the impact of refugees, the confrontation with the Ottoman official 
Sakir Pasha speaks to lingering frustrations over earlier dispossession and reallocation 
of communal land.” 

In the end, the state’s ability to distribute land to certain targeted allies, local or 
foreign, offers the historian an important angle of analysis generally missed by the 
story heavily focused on Ottoman economic marginalization and systemic collapse. 
Another problem for the Balkans was that by 1896, even as a global economic 
depression had ended, suddenly changing weather patterns created new sources of 
instability.”* After the Berlin Congress, for instance, shepherds were restricted to 
surviving within artificially designated spaces that were occasionally impacted by 
drought. In the past, the impact of drought could be mediated by taking flocks to other 
pasture areas; but since Berlin, these areas had been awarded to Austria-Hungary, 
Serbia, or Montenegro.” This made common winter pasture harder to find.*° Soon the 
overuse of grazing lands put greater pressure on shepherds to push the limits of state 
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boundaries. Meanwhile, crop production also dropped dramatically in the drought 
of 1895-8. With greater economic hardship, “traditional” practices, such as raiding, 
increased to compensate for depleted flocks and lost revenue. As a result, the Albanian 
(and increasingly Slavic Herzegovinian) populations living on either side of the post- 
1878 militarized boundaries began to accuse each other of stealing herds of sheep, 
provoking armed clashes that drew in both the Montenegrin and Ottoman forces.*! 

The subsequent tensions between dispersed communities developed a new urgency 
in the larger world. In their war with a Koumoudouros-led Greece in 1897, for example, 
the Ottomans had to deal with growing efforts by outside powers to directly encourage 
Ottoman subjects living along the contested border zones to disrupt life behind 
“enemy lines.’ These calculated upheavals were only intensified by the new pressures 
put on owners and operators of the highly productive lands in what is now considered 
Macedonia/Kosovo. As in Mesopotamia, while rail lines plotted and construction 
initiated new value to these lands, the politics of provisioning the “tinderbox” that 
was “always” the Balkans animated a kind of refugee agency that continued to shape 
local relations for decades after “settlement.” The crucial factor, however, was not 
sectarianism. It was the investment in new uses for violence among seemingly endless 
supplies of local proxies that reflect a Euro-American bankers’ gambit to expropriate 
valuable lands from Ottoman sovereignty. 

As already seen in the previous chapter, one of the most important consequences 
of the sporadic outbreaks of violence was the growing latitude of the British, 
Austro-Hungarians, Italians, Russian, and French foreign ministries vis-a-vis direct 
intervention into the affairs of the Ottoman state. The Russians in particular played 
a destructive role by stressing the sectarian nature of violence in the Balkans, the 
solution to which—they and a large number of nationalist ideologues claimed—lay 
in the wholesale separation of “endemically” hostile communities. As a result, many 
locals recognized the potential for lucrative outside patronage and developed strategies 
to secure the latter by claiming persecution along ethno-national lines.** 

In face of territorial redefinition and shifting opportunities for patronage, the 
inhabitants of these now openly contested districts recognized and then exploited the 
mechanisms of state seeking to establish order apparently driving imperial policies 
(policies that consistently tried to balance individual state interests against the fear 
of rampant violence). The range of possibilities presented to the local actor in face 
of the modern empire's attempts at reform was in many ways expanded as the state 
system manifested in the Berlin Treaty transformed how the Ottomans and their 
rivals organized the world. The period after 1878 is therefore particularly useful to 
thinking how boundaries, as applied in geographical as well as sociological terms, 
became key instruments of change for not only the state's centralization strategies, 
but locals as well. 

The state, in other words, developed institutionally as a response to local instability. 
This dramatically changes how we study “reform” in the Ottoman case specifically; and 
I would suggest it also challenges the popular trends to link these new laws to a “will to 
improve” as suggested first by Michel Foucault and later developed by James C. Scott.® 
This means that the state was often compelled to use one community's resources to 
placate another's rebellion, a policy that created the conditions after 1900 for an endless 
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spiral of violence, disgruntlement, and instability. Today, scholars fixated on finding the 
roots of the post-Ottoman nation in the violence revealed here often assert this all was 
a result of ethno-national tensions, simply mirroring the logic imposed at the time by 
various interests that something “natural” was behind violence between irreconcilably 
“different” peoples. We should resist the temptation to reduce complicated, diverse, 
and ever-shifting conflicts between many different stakeholders to be a product of 
primordial ethnic ambitions. This is especially important because an entire revolution 
in 1908, one that originated from the actions, of at most, several hundred men quickly 
proved very popular across all sectarian, regional, and class lines. 

What was crucial to the peoples of the Ottoman Empire facing some apparent signs 
of fragmentation was the promises that the CUP could make to the citizens of the 
empire for a new form of government that advocated “freedom,” “progress,” and more 
importantly, “union.’* In light of such popularity, the mantra of “Freedom, Unity and 
Progress” must be appreciated as values embraced by many Ottoman citizens prior to 
the 1908 revolution, a collective sensibility that may require revisiting events in the 
entire 1878-1908 period.*” And yet, the apparent euphoria over the toppling of the 
Hamidian regime was coupled with the declaration of Bulgaria’s formal independence 
(along with attempts to grab large parts of Eastern Rumeli, and the formal annexation 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina by the Habsburgs). 

Amid these rapidly changing events were subsequent bursts of panic within the 
newly minted government. The new leaders of the empire also faced resistance from 
many entrenched members of the Ottoman regional elite, including those controlling 
areas discussed at length in this chapter. As suggested, the influx of Nis muhacir in the 
immediate aftermath of the Russo-Ottoman war of 1877-8 divided Kosovar society, 
pitting regime loyalists against politically active refugees. These landed elite, who had 
long resented the concessions the state was compelled to grant refugees, nevertheless 
recognized the Hamidian regime as their protector, if for no other reason than that it 
had helped deal with the challenges refugee constituencies posed to their long-term 
survival. The arrival of the CUP at the turn-of-the-century, bursting with ideological 
ambiguity, gave new impetus to those advocating the break-up of big land holdings 
belonging to the “conservative elite.” The result was a divided political class for years 
to come. 

Albanian/Bosnian/Chechen/Muhacir Ottomans were heavily represented on both 
sides of this struggle for power within Istanbul’s inner circles. Indeed, the face-off 
between Bosnian and Chechen refugees on one side, and Nis muhacir on the other, 
is perhaps most emblematic of the schizophrenic condition of the political elite by 
1909. While prominent local gangsters like Isa Boletini and General Semsi Pasha, the 
Albanian commander of the Mitrovica garrison, with their Gheg Albanian volunteers 
tried to come to the rescue of their Sultan during the early days of the revolution, the 
fateful confrontation at the Ferizaj (Firzovik) railhead with upwards of 20,000 Kosovar 
Albanian “unionists” forever transformed the Balkans.** 

The conservative elements of Ottoman Kosovo who were caught by surprise by 
the CUP coup of 1908, along with Isa Boletini, would soon have their revenge. Those 
intermittent rebellions in the areas under the control of conservative forces throughout 
Kosovo and Iskodra tried to resist in the hope of regaining power. This would be a 
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struggle between “Albanians” long misappropriated in the post-Ottoman scholarship 
as nationalists, and those who continued to support the CUP, including many Nis 
muhacir community leaders. Not surprisingly, within months of the ascension of the 
new regime, Boletini found himself leading a politically complicated rebellion against 
this new Young Turk government. Unfortunately for him, the local revolts that he 
directed translated into massive countermeasures that broadened into state repression, 
violence, and, ultimately, political confusion for all the inhabitants of the western 
Balkans. 

One of the ways this Balkan tension manifested in Istanbul was the attempt by 
largely Albanian troops in March 1909 to retake the halls of power on behalf of the 
Sultan’s regime. The resulting counter-coups and garrison revolts in Istanbul constantly 
threatened the CUP government. While the broken Ottoman army was a problem, 
it was the defections from within by liberal “unionists” that marked the end of the 
“revolution.” As the regime took a more authoritarian turn making matters even 
worse for the increasingly shrinking “inner circle” of leaders, the ability of the state to 
provision the needy subjects were compromised.” 

Part of the problem was Istanbul's elite could no longer trust Balkan intermediaries, 
once the chief ideologues of Ottomanism. Speculations circulated the empire that 
Bulgaria and Serbia were scheming to form a union to maximize their common 
interests in arresting Austrian expansion in the southern Balkans, dividing up Kosovo/ 
Macedonia in the process.*! This made the CUP government and its regional allies 
less capable of finding a “middle ground” to recreate a non-sectarian, ecumenical 
political space in parts of the Ottoman Balkans where fears of foreign-induced violence 
continued to shape local politics. The problem thus became something like a vicious 
circle. The more the CUP grew paranoid of lingering “pro-Hamidian” forces among 
the landowning classes in Kosovo, the more their distrust manifested in harsh police 
actions, actions that only assured more local rebellion. 

By early 1910, the active encouragement, if not outright arming, of these dedicated 
and borderline opponents of the CUP government by neighboring states made the 
situation intractable. Ironically, the very identity politics the CUP and its supporters 
hoped to eradicate became the only recourse for opponents of the regime as it faced 
new forms of foreign interference. By 1910, the CUP, having survived several coups and 
numerous defections, became a violent, repressive regime, with an entirely different 
ideological centering, one that now invested in the state to forcefully transform a 
generic “society” as an object of scientific policy, rather than accommodation earlier 
promoted on the morning after the revolution in 1908. 


Conclusion 


The heavy-handed approach often taken to resolve local disputes over land use as 
refugees flooded the empire resulted in a new era of political consciousness in the 
Balkans. Such transformations in group interests helped set the tone for the “Young 
Turk” revolution of 1908, and what have retroactively been called the “nationalist” 
uprisings that followed.” One of the more glaring examples of how European- 


Resettlement Regimes and Empire 63 


imposed reforms helped reconstitute local power in violent ways was the creation 
of “security” units, often linked to gendarmerie under the command of appointed 
European “advisors.” While intended to have these units serve the “races” from which 
the troops came, these now armed men quickly became politically independent from 
the communities they were recruited to serve. This marked a dramatic change from 
how the Ottomans maintained security in the past. 

Perhaps by design, the formation of gendarmeries instituted a competitive dynamic 
by actively taking away the responsibility of key landowning partners—both Christian 
and Muslim—to maintain order. As a result, the new local heads of the gendarmerie, 
given wide responsibilities by outside powers to keep “order,” now had the incentive to 
extend into the former privileges of the landed elite to institute a new power dynamic. 
From this perspective, many community leaders from 1903 onward saw themselves at 
odds with what the Ottoman state was expected to do to reform the empire.” 

The Young Turks found allies among these many disgruntled, often brutalized, 
communities. Such alliances between a “Westernized” segment of Ottoman elite society 
and locals outraged by the chaos European intervention brought to their homeland 
transformed the struggle over the way in which a new constitution could service the 
state by promoting an idealized “Ottoman” esprit. Equal citizenship in the empire for 
Muslims and non-Muslims alike meant that many claimants to leadership would have 
to address the demand for a stern hand as the Ottoman state wanted to assure that 
future interventions by Europeans would not be possible. 

As these future allies of the CUP proved among the most hostile to Austrian and 
Russian reform programs discussed at length in the introduction of this book, a crucial 
decision by the Germans in particular to push for partition along these lines came to 
reflect a strategic turn vis-a-vis the Balkans.” What finalized the process of permanent 
alienation that upset refugee polities in the Balkans was the emergence of new kinds 
of constituencies. For all those invested in a process of political rent-seeking, as much 
as they had to demonstrate some identifiable loyalty to a cause, they also proved to be 
ideologically agile. As revealed in subsequent chapters, men historically vital to the 
Albanian, Armenian, Bulgarian, and various Arab national stories, often embraced 
opportunities that would be considered sacrilegious to future nationalist narratives.” 
In as much as these “ethnic entrepreneurs” acted in “contradictory” ways, the fact 
they also weaved in and out of playing formal governmental roles within the Ottoman 
context, meant the trajectory of continued state centralization (read modernization or 
Westernization) itself was inconsistent, multifarious, and internally contradictory. To 
refugees of different colorations, this constituted an instability bordering on collapse. 
As Ziircher explains most clearly in his numerous studies of the future ruling elite 
of a post-Ottoman, Young-Turk regime, the fact that so many of the key players in 
World War I and beyond were themselves of refugee origin may have contributed to 
the way in which they committed to certain brutal actions toward those threatening 
the security of the state during the war.” 

Considering the enclaves of dislocation discussed in this chapter, and their strategic 
value to both imperial states and various constituent groups living through the last 
40 years of empire, the intensity of the trauma of being a refugee exponentially grew 
with each new wave of intrigue. In time, state policies often stimulated the barometer 
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of human suffering as policies of patronage translated into manipulative calculations 
linking individual and group pain to power. However, these sudden deviations 
in ethical governance debilitated neither Ottoman subjects nor outsiders. Often, 
enterprising groups exploited the value state authorities put into controlling violence, 
thus positioning their ability to start or stop violence as something outside interests 
can “rent” just like other services necessarily at work in refugee-infested environments, 
including supplying food and shelter. The kind of patronage networks that often 
resulted allowed many refugees inside the Ottoman world to survive the horrors of 
the era. 

Without patronage, some aspiring refugee leaders could not produce the desired 
results for their constituents, resulting in their historical obsolescence. The fact that 
they failed does not mean, however, we should not consider the challenges facing 
them. Clearly the reforms introduced during this period created the conditions on the 
ground for a new series of local power struggles. Those who failed had just as much 
an impact on the effectiveness of Ottoman officials and their local counterparts as the 
new leaders who emerged; this fact created a dramatic and painful period of intra- 
communal strife. The often-overshadowed local battles for ascendancy, no matter how 
marginal to the larger scope of Ottoman bureaucratic gaze, ultimately reflected the 
full range of new possibilities of power present at this time of transformation. They 
also created conditions that ultimately broke down old or recently established social 
hierarchies and created new ones. 

This was especially evident in the eastern and southern Macedonian zones of 
conflict, this time pitting Bulgarian, Albanian, Muslim, and Greek claimants against 
each other.” The subsequent interactions opened new calculations for aspiring 
irredentist politicians. The same applied to interest groups who identified an 
opportunity to conduct lucrative land grabs of much of what remained the Ottoman 
Balkans after Bulgaria's formal independence of 1909 and Austria's annexation of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908. 

The plunder would only continue after the 1912-13 Balkan wars. The short- 
interim period before the larger European powers were dragged into the fray over a 
disintegrating Ottoman Empire. The signs were already there when Ottoman armies 
were able to roll back in 1913, to an extent, early Bulgarian and Greek victories in 
1912, recapturing Edirne which nevertheless produced a new wave of refugees from 
the Balkans to Anatolia. The empire's entire Anatolian infrastructure was mobilized 
to move peoples back and forth, strategically agreeing with Greece to begin the 
“repatriation” of “ethnic groups” left on the other side of agreed-upon borders. The 
manner in which so many tens of thousands of Albanians, Pomaks, and Bosnians 
were shipped off into the strategic borderlands of Eastern Anatolia would leave many 
facing hostile local Armenian and Kurdish communities, whose own traumas of war 
included so many of their men conscripted (and perhaps dead or maimed). Added to 
the tensions was the immediate efforts by the Balkan refugees to self-organize, feeling 
entirely alienated in an utterly foreign land. The stage was set for numerous desperate 
acts of self-preservation and opportunism. 

But before the horrors of World War I began the working model for all social 
engineering plans going forward had been negotiated in the 1913 Treaty of Bucharest 
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that basically expelled the Ottoman Empire from the Balkans and put Balkan 
Muslims (and Catholics) in a precarious situation as neighboring states began to 
adopt new forms of population politics. All the states involved shifted policies dealing 
with Muslim “minorities” often starting to physically remove them on the basis of 
predetermined expendable demographic categories. While both Italy and Austria 
had their strategic reasons to demand that Albania (save Kosovo and Macedonia, 
consisting of more than half of Albanian-speakers in the Balkans and by 1912, entirely 
occupied by Serbia and Bulgaria) be granted independence, the primary strategy for 
Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro was to institute harsh measures to assure Albanian 
Muslim flight toward Anatolia. In the Aegean, the policies were based on the same 
operating principle that “minorities” were better off leaving. The massive scale of 
these calculations did not permit these projects to fully implement the stated goals in 
time prior to World War I. 

Such unstable (but productive) situations help us better appreciate the kind of 
considerations at play for both state officers, who could easily see the limits of their 
influence, and local parties constantly repositioning themselves to maximize their 
security vis-a-vis local rivals and accentuate their leverage over the state. When 
these precarious balances of power, often negotiated after considerable violence, fell 
apart, as clearly happened in the last years of Ottoman rule throughout the Eastern 
Mediterranean/Arabian Peninsula, no single formula of social engineering patchwork, 
coercion, or economic corruption could suffice. In the next chapter we will turn to 
understanding the implications of this destabilization and the desperate efforts to 
re-establish order in the larger Eastern Mediterranean world. 


Traveling the Contours of an Ottoman 
Proximate World 


Introduction 


The situation was such in the post-1878 Ottoman Empire that for a significant number 
of its citizens, the best way to initiate new kinds of exchange was from the dynamic 
settings outside the immediate reach of the state. In this chapter, instead of considering 
the unstable spaces within the confines of the Ottoman Empire, the focus will be on 
refugee zones of “exile” in bordering territories. As argued below, these fringe spaces 
consisting of recently formed independent states—the principalities/kingdoms of 
Serbia, Montenegro, Romania, and Greece—were populated by intermediaries who 
thrived (out of necessity) by being first Ottomans, and then members of the assortment 
of other sociopolitical associations made possible in the era. As developed below, 
all these borderline Ottomans operated as intermediaries in processes of epochal 
transformation that favored those who adapted to a constant flow of human, ideological, 
and material capital. More still, it was those who could mediate the emerging politics 
of “identity” as they constantly changed that succeeded in securing a place in the often 
violent, always dynamic transitional imperial world. 

While I have already suggested in Chapter 2 that we cannot think of the rebellious 
guerrilla units—c¢ete/hajduks/komitadji—who traversed these territorial boundaries 
of Ottoman/post-Ottoman societies in absolute terms, we must also guard against 
thinking of them or their periodic enemy “Young Turks” as having monopolized the 
political horizons of everyone living in the period. Perceived as such, the Ottoman 
refugee experience in the immediate, still highly contentious confines of domestic 
Ottoman politics, can offer a new set of issues to discuss within, what I will term a 
proximate context, how various levels of power are transformed. 

What I mean by this rather inelegant phrase Ottoman proximate is that many 
refugees sat far enough away from the reach of the immediate effects of events in the 
homeland to have enjoyed different opportunities than their counterparts compelled 
to adjust to transformations within the empire. Sitting along the territorial peripheries 
of the Ottoman Empire, therefore, did not mean isolation. On many occasions, they 
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constituted spaces of conjuncture that ultimately shaped the very dynamics of the 
modern world by the fact they directly influenced events inside the empire. 

What is crucial to recognize about these spaces is that they were near enough that 
they presented expanded opportunities to straddle otherwise sharp divides shaping 
the lives of Ottoman refugees. As demonstrated below, many in neighboring Romania, 
Bulgaria, Serbia, Greece, Egypt, and other proximate Ottoman spaces played both 
domestic Ottoman roles and/or became major actors in their new post-Ottoman 
contexts. In this way, an analysis from an Ottoman proximate perspective challenges 
some of the prevailing notions of “diasporic” experiences that, in the larger scholarship, 
rarely consider Ottoman cases. In addition, refugee experiences in an Ottoman 
proximate constituted a geographic space that cannot be limited to retrospective 
geopolitical orientations. 

The refugees discussed in this chapter thus integrate “Europe” with the “East, 
combining events in Geneva and Paris (where the future ascendant political elite of the 
post-1908 Ottoman Empire hashed out their scheme to wrestle power from loyalists 
surrounding the Sultan) with those refugees in Cairo, Sofia, and Bucharest, creating 
interconnected centers of refugee (diaspora) action. Indeed many of the prominent 
members of the CUP opposition in exile, as much as the proto-nationalist Armenian, 
Kurdish, Arab, Albanian, and Macedonian groups found throughout these areas (see 
Figure 3.1), prove to be paradigmatic examples of the itinerate Ottoman subject/actor 
weaving through various tiers of sociopolitical opportunities otherwise closed off by 
conventional studies of the refugee/exile and diaspora. Out of necessity, the domestic 
organization of anti-regime parties during the 1878-1912 period had important 
international links and vice-versa.! As observed below, for the historian, studying the 
activities of such agents of diasporic flux—that is people living in an unfixed geographic, 
ideological, and political orientation—necessarily (and productively) blurs the lines of 
distinction enforcing a European/Ottoman divide in the scholarship. To challenge this 
Euro-centric divide and then frame it as a historical dynamic, however, one must first 
deconstruct and reassemble the analytic value of the diasporic experience in a hitherto 
neglected Ottoman proximate context.? 


Retaining the Ottoman in exile outside the diaspora 


This first section will introduce a new set of parameters to think about Ottoman 
exile. These parameters will complicate the way we can position the experience of the 
Ottoman refugee in the larger scholarship on diasporas. In this respect, we aim to 
undermine the impression left by previous scholarship that the experiences of exile are 
adequately defined by the way we retrospectively identify/compartmentalize Ottoman 
exiles of multiple ethno-national, sectarian, and ideological associations. This place 
of exile is, in other words, far from being the stable space often logically attached to a 
“diaspora” with links to future nation-states.’ 

Considering the “fluid” environments in the proximate Ottoman refugee space, 
the best studies to date have reported frequently on ideological fissures that often 
confused the ethno-national orientations of diasporic communities. However, even 
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Kujtim nga Shqypénija Mirash Luca me Shoké — Kastrat 


Figure 3.1 Group of roaming guerrillas/occasional state ally. 


the better studies of Ottoman exile experiences stubbornly resort to interpreting social 
conditions as if they were neatly excised from the “host” environment. Approached 
like this, the story of the Ottoman exile is told only in terms of its significance to the 
(post-) Ottoman context—a context that is itself external to the domestic politics of 
host societies. As a corrective, we must more purposefully consider integrating the 
Ottoman diaspora(s) in its host context(s), as well as remember that neither refugee 
nor host communities in the late-Ottoman world existed merely as precursors to post- 
Ottoman nation-states. Put in terms perhaps most useful to historians of the first half of 
the twentieth century, links maintained by refugee communities to their homeland—or 
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even tertiary geographies yet to be discovered, such as in the Americas or Southeast 
Asia—coupled with their efforts to assimilate into host communities, represent the 
persistence of something akin to Ottoman identity just as much as transition to a post- 
Ottoman world. 

Recall that for those leaving the Ottoman Empire who wished still to engage in 
domestic politics, it was crucial to remain close by, preferably in neighboring countries. 
This was especially true for politically active, often well-connected Ottoman subjects 
who viewed the periodic break-downs in domestic political order as opportunities 
to reload lingering, perhaps temporarily suppressed/persecuted operating models 
for long-term Ottoman survival. In this manner, members of the opposition to the 
Hamidian regime often lived an existence in which, neither ideological sympathy 
nor popular notoriety offered them a chance to realize their ambitions to change the 
Ottoman Empire for the better. Their ventures to change needed, rather, the space of 
exile in adjacent polities, not as a point from which to attack the Ottoman order, but 
to reform it.* 

By focusing on politically active émigrés/refugees we can reinforce the underlying 
assertions made throughout this book that possibilities in the era of transition were 
mediated by a number of contradictory forces. This multiplicity of social, political, 
and economic factors contributing to the experience of exile thus logically makes 
it hard to argue that Ottoman refugees constitute a verifiable “community” with 
neatly defined interests. In this respect, my assertions run contrary to a literature 
that assumes that populations living as refugees, especially in the exile/diaspora 
space, possess a consciousness that heightens, if not “invents,” modern notions of 
“homeland” that approximate those of the post-Ottoman world that many of us live 
in today.° 

It is not clear, for example, how a self-identified Albanian-Ottoman activist in 
Bucharest, who may publish proto-nationalist newspapers and books, could ever 
claim to speak for probably more than 50,000 other Albanian migrants in Romania.° 
Unhelpfully, it is simply accepted in much of the scholarship that the newspapers 
published by organizations throughout the Balkans and larger Europe and the Middle 
East reflect the dynamism of the Rum Orthodox, Vlach, Armenian, Turkish, Kurdish, 
Albanian, Arab, and/or Ladino Jewish communities. On the contrary, most peripatetic 
Ottomans were simply not interested in participating in such politically active groups. 
Indeed, in Romania, Bulgaria, Egypt, or larger Europe, such organizations never 
enjoyed a membership of more than a few hundred people.’ 

The actual distinctions within these “diaspora” groups thus require closer analysis 
as dispersed, often openly hostile, rival communities. For example, a majority of 
Albanian-Ottoman activists residing in Romania, Bulgaria, and Egypt actually came 
from the Kor¢é region in what is today south-eastern Albania. This constitutes a (sub) 
regional orientation among members of the most active proto-nationalist groups that 
helps explain why those exile/refugee communities created in such Ottoman proximate 
contexts should never be treated as monoliths.® In other words, Albanian Ottomans 
living in exile simply did not coalesce around “Albanian” associations. As such, we 
must rethink how we study Ottoman refugee communities, choosing to focus more on 
smaller units that link members along criteria such as home region, village, economic 
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trade, or at times religious association (especially among members of different Sufi 
orders/tekke). It was these decidedly sub-national loyalties that determined toward 
whom newly arrived Albanian-speaking Ottoman refugees gravitated in places like 
Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, and Egypt.’ Therefore, more than simply undermining the 
fiction of refugees seeking to liberate their uncomplicated, socially uniform, ethnically 
pure homeland, we need to contextualize the migrants in their new social, political, 
and economic surroundings. One way we accomplish this contextualization is by 
moving beyond the translation of “ethnic minority” texts published in newspapers to 
the realization that the very space in which refugees operated was also far from settled, 
be it ideologically or demographically. 

Another angle is the manner in which refugees and migrants more generally 
interacted with their hosts. Peoples who later in the twentieth century were more 
narrowly defined as Albanians, Greeks, Armenians, Yemeni, or Jews in exile, could 
and did become active agents in their Romanian, Egyptian, or Bulgarian host societies. 
In fact, the refugees’ involvement in these countries’ affairs may have shaped the hosts’ 
state-building trajectories as much as those of their presumed homelands. In other 
words, there is a far more complicated, diverse, and consciously assimilationist process 
taking place that ultimately blurs the lines of distinction between natives (of what 
later became independent countries subsumed by the nationalist meta-narrative) and 
émigrés from the Ottoman Empire.” 


The Balkan crisis in a refugee/diasporic context: 
Romania and Bulgaria 


Romania 


Much as within the Ottoman Empire, how refugees socialize in places like Bucharest, 
Sofia, or Cairo without police harassment—or to benefit from host government 
support—could mean the difference between playing on the margins of newly forming 
political life and establishing an organization with the potential for exerting influence. 
Most useful for this contrarian analysis of diasporic agency is the study of those efforts 
that were intended to expand individual or group civic participation in the immediate 
host context. In other words, many Tosk Albanian, Vlach (Aromanian), Anatolian 
Greek, North African, Armenian, and Yemeni refugees actually strived to assimilate 
into, and then actively engage with, the immediate communities within which they 
settled in Egypt, Romania, Serbia, and Bulgaria. Often, these host societies were far 
less hostile to integrating the dynamic Ottoman world that still existed around them 
than later assumed. 

Of course, these were processes mediated by the changing domestic politics in 
these host countries. As such, there was simply no uniform experience in exile. In 
Romania, for instance, the situation was highly charged by the fact that the new state 
had to juggle the disparate groups left from the receding Ottoman administration. 
Romania’ still ill-defined national spaces (at once challenged by Ottoman loyalists, an 
ever-aggressive Russian Empire to the northeast, and irredentist claims from Bulgaria 
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and Serbia) challenged the process of “imagining” a Romanian sociopolitical identity 
and the role Vlach and Tosk Albanian refugees would play. 

Seeing an opportunity to both assimilate large numbers of culturally marginal 
members of a now sizable “Ottoman” diaspora and extend influence deep into still 
contested Ottoman Balkan territories, the political and cultural elite in Bucharest 
invested resources on the Vlach, Tosk Albanian, and Tatar populations settled 
throughout Romania." Through these Ottoman migrants, the Romanian nation- 
builders could, at the same time, strenuously oppose the Istanbul-based Rum Orthodox 
Church’s hegemonic ambitions.’ In this respect, the mostly Orthodox Christian 
Vlachs and Tosk Albanians residing in Romania simultaneously contributed to a 
struggle against the authoritarian Rum Patriarchate, as well as the threats to Romanian 
sovereignty coming from irredentist Hellenism and Pan-Slavism. 

Such cooperative activities extended to anti- Hamidian groups emerging in Romania 
(and Bulgaria) since the 1880s. Perhaps the most important case was the operations of 
the anti-regime CUP, directed from various cities in Romania, an Ottoman proximate 
locale for one of the party’s founders, Ohrid-born Ibrahim Temo."* And yet, while 
Romania hosted competing political organizations whose primary orientations were 
geared toward influencing events within the Ottoman Empire, many also had a role to 
play in the government's efforts to unify disparate exile groups residing within certain 
Romanian contexts. 

As a result of their long tradition of social and intellectual activism in such 
environments, many different Ottoman exile communities emerged throughout 
independent Romania.'* As Bucharest was already a cosmopolitan city in which 
southern Albanians (Tosks) played an important role, social clubs and later schools 
increasingly opened with the financial support provided by the Romanian government 
and new refugees just beginning to settle there. In such settings, even exiles from entirely 
different parts of the larger Muslim world in Eurasia discovered opportunities for 
alliance in Romania. Research reveals, for example, that there was close collaboration 
between the Tosk Albanian leader of the CUP in Romania and the various Vlachs, 
Tatars, and Turks who settled there as exiles.'® 

These “colonies” in Romania (and to a lesser extent in Bulgaria) were for the 
most part derivations of older and considerably larger, richer and thus much better 
organized communities already established in cities like Bucharest, Constanta, Braila, 
Craiova, Calarsi, and Focsani when still under Ottoman rule. In fact, these foundations 
gave Ibrahim Temo and his early cohorts in the CUP an advantage over others.’ 
Consequently, from the tumultuous 1875-8 period of war in the Balkans onwards, 
Bucharest, Dobruja, Constanta in Romania, and later Sofia, Ruse, Vidin, and Plovdiv 
in Bulgaria, would be the destinations of choice for itinerate, self-consciously Ottoman 
exiles in search of a haven to pursue their oppositional political agendas."* 

At the same time, however, every major language-group enjoyed considerable 
leeway to pursue the development of their distinctive cultural heritage. The numerous 
social clubs and newspapers that would soon emerge confirmed for many that Romania 
in particular was the center of, among others, Tosk Albanian cultural formation.” It 
would be a mistake, however, to interpret the operations of social clubs like Drita, as 
political monoliths. 
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Traditionally, the assumed “nationalist” activism associated with these clubs— 
newspapers, textbook publication, and schools—has been taken to imply that 
the “community” shared an agenda to develop a specifically Albanian nationalist 
consciousness as well as to advocate for an “Albanian” nation-state separate from 
the Ottoman Empire. On the contrary, the evidence suggests that in the pre-1908 
Ottoman context these social clubs were supporting Ottoman unionist parties first. 
That is, they advocated for regional autonomy within a strengthened (and reformed, 
post-Hamidian) Ottoman state. In the particular case of the famous social club Drita, 
based in Bucharest, its leaders often communicated to the larger Ottoman diaspora via 
Osmanli, the publication of the CUP based in Geneva, to highlight their commitment 
to Ottoman union. To them, without a unified Balkans under Ottoman rule (or some 
other mega state), battles between rival interests would continuously tear at the seams 
of society, leaving the otherwise productive (and wealthy) homeland in a state of 
constant violence and social chaos.” 

Crucially, at the same time as these emerging Tosk Albanian social clubs (and their 
Armenian, Arab, and Kurdish equivalents) aimed to overthrow a corrupt, reactionary 
regime in Istanbul, they appeared just as concerned with integrating with their host 
societies. In fact, their experiences as active participants in the cultural and economic 
life of newly independent Romania highlight the contested nature of life for exiles that 
often made it impossible for them to operate in the terms that modern historians believe 
are ubiquitous among nationalist separatists.?! More often than not, the immediacy of 
host political considerations left these Albanian-Ottoman groups highly fragmented. 
Patronage from diverse constituencies both inside and outside of the Balkans, from 
foreign powers and, at times, the Ottoman state, served to increase factionalism within 
these diasporic groups. 

This all resulted in confusion, and ultimately failure, with regard to attempts to unify 
disparate groups to pursue a common cause in the homeland. Paradoxically, the very 
fact that “Albanian” Ottoman refugees were so fragmented may suggest that the clubs 
emerging in this context actually were successfully representing a core constituency. 
In other words, while not a transcendent monolith, they did represent the interests of 
factions whose actions, rather than entire diasporas, prove the engines for change in 
such transitional periods. Indeed, these clubs actually reflected the idiosyncrasies of 
rival Tosk Albanian and Rum Orthodox clans which struggled over the considerable 
rewards available from free-spending outside patrons.” 

The stakes grew as more money became available through fundraising in the 
Ottoman provinces, money that could be sent as transfers from branch offices of banks 
that had spread throughout the region. In other words, the changing role of “homeland” 
was in part reflected in the kind of money generated by clubs publishing newsletters 
that were then smuggled into the empire.”’ Conveying the right combination of things 
to the right audience could win big donations. Moreover, the greater the presence of a 
social club and its publications, the more likely a foreign official would send a report 
back to the foreign ministry of the Austrian-Hungarian or Italian states advocating 
support for what appeared an influential regional player.“ In other words, a club 
gaining a reputation among European “intelligence” agencies for its influence over large 
numbers of Ottoman refugees could prove financially lucrative for its organizers. 


74 Ottoman Refugees, 1878-1939 


Returning the focus to a diversity of communities in Romania and Bulgaria (as 
opposed to a monolithic “Albanian” or “Vlach” diaspora expected to reinforce 
the national teleology) helps strengthen this point. Prolific publishers of school 
textbooks and scientific material, for instance, seemingly fit the stereotype of Benedict 
Anderson's now ubiquitous thesis on a nationalism that is consolidated by attempts 
at standardizing language.” Drita’s story, however, reflects a far more complicated set 
of issues that requires us to look beneath the veneer of its institutional order. Initially 
founded in 1884 by Anastas Avramidhin-Lak¢en (someone who was as much Vlach 
and Romanian as Albanian) this social club actually functioned within a social and 
intellectual context that was far from organized along ethno-linguistic lines alone. In 
fact, every Drita publication appears to have been partially inspired by challenges from 
rival groups based both in Bucharest and beyond. Far from being “Albanian” therefore, 
Drita should be put into a larger Ottoman context that fused a multiplicity of Albanian 
identity politics with aims at strengthening the Ottoman Empire by way of reform.”° 

This argument is strengthened by the fact that Drita’s opponents, each in their 
own way, pursued different agendas and found it necessary to challenge publically 
Drita because of its own success at raising funds.” In the final analysis then, it was 
Drita’s “market share” that made it the target of enmity, and not necessarily its stake in 
some crucible of ethno-national consciousness.”* The spoils of patronage also proved 
irresistible within Drita, and many of the same push-pull factors that created rival 
outside groups accounted for its internal divisions.” 

In the end, Bucharest, Constanta, and Braila proved to be refugee arenas infiltrated 
with the kind of class, cultural, and socioeconomic hierarchies found in any major 
European city at the time. Such socioeconomic divisions played a role in the way not 
only southern Albanians, but also many other Ottoman refugees ultimately organized 
politically outside their home regions. Recognizing that class, professional, and at 
times, cultural differences played a role in the way clubs like Drita recruited members 
and the form and content of the textbooks, newspapers, and novels they published, 
may prove the most important exercise in challenging academic conventions on 
Balkan nationalisms.* 

The challenge for historians, therefore, is not to immediately ascribe “nationalist” 
motivations to groups like Drita in Romania or other Ottoman proximate contexts. Such 
groups’ various agendas for the home regions, and for their Romania-based patronage, 
were not shared by every individual associated in some way to Albania. In eschewing 
this approach that only reads nationalism in the efforts of Ottoman diaspora groups, 
we allow for other possible concerns affecting refugee lives in Romania. Perhaps, as 
already suggested, various Ottoman diasporic materials were produced strictly to cater 
to local market demands. 

There certainly was a large enough émigré population in Romania to justify 
publishing books that entertained as well as serviced a putative nationalistic need. In 
fact, it is clear from reading the content of many Albanian language books that the target 
audience was the local resident rather than Albanians residing back in the “homeland” 
Discussions about local cultural events, gossip about prominent Romanian politicians, 
and reports on seasonal trends in Romania’s major cities hardly reflect a diaspora 
fixated on the homeland. Furthermore, considering these Albanian clubs were also 
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populated by Vlachs means that, if they wanted to continue to enjoy the perks of living 
in their host countries, certain agendas that promoted ethnic and linguistic separatism 
were out of the question.*! 

It is revealing that luminaries of what retroactively would be called early Albanian 
nationalism rarely joined forces with other activists now long forgotten, many starting 
to move into Romania after the 1880s. In fact, they were often enemies. The nature 
of the animosity between leading Tosks and the latecomers quickly translated into 
such a clash of opinions that even a split within Drita emerged in May 1886. This split 
inside Drita, however, was not based on how members wanted to deal with regional 
differences alone. In Bucharest (and Sofia), the divisive issue would prove to be as much 
socioeconomic as political. The problem seems to have been that Drita had become a 
magnet for poorer laborers and artisans who flooded Romania after 1880, many of 
them seeking to establish themselves in their new host society for the long term. This 
influx of refugees upset many among the already established refugee communities in 
Romania.” 

One possible explanation for such disruptions is that these refugees came from 
parts of the western Balkans that had hitherto no connection to Romania. As virtual 
strangers to the Tosk-dominated Bucharest scene, the refugees of rural background 
represented cultural differences too objectionable for many city-dwellers having to 
accommodate them. Not only were they seen as “backward” by many of the already 
established Francophile Tosk Albanians and Vlachs in Romania, but these refugees, 
already poor farmers back home, flooded well-established environments with a poverty 
that many felt unbecoming for educated members of these emerging communities.* 
More important to the larger Romanian context, the influx of skilled but desperate 
refugees inevitably put downward pressures on wages in Romania, a serious problem 
that threatened the balance maintained in the region. With the exception of an 
important faction within Drita, namely that gravitating around Nikolla Naco, who 
would be elected chairman of Drita as more and more refugees joined the party, most 
established members of the Bucharest-based diaspora shunned the newly arrived, 
mostly poor, and uneducated refugees. As a result of the growing schism between the 
“new” migrants and the older, more established ones, the party split. 

The defecting faction, which would later call itself Dituria, had much stronger 
links to wealthy Tosks, many of whom, like Ismail Qemali (Ismail Kemal), had also 
demonstrated strong political ties to Greece and Serbia, the very countries expelling 
those potential “Albanians” who were settling in Romania (and Bulgaria) by the 
tens of thousands.* The conflict of interest between more conservative elements of 
the traditional Ottoman Tosk Albanian diaspora in Romania and those wishing to 
accommodate the new arrivals did not stop at the organizational level. Even Sami 
Frashéri, the quintessential post-Ottoman era national hero, openly supported Dituria 
when it was initially formed.** This cost the populist (and perhaps a “nationalist” in 
our current sense of the term) Nikolla Na¢o political leverage in Romania and thereby 
significantly weakened Drita’s long-term credibility.” While in the end there may 
be any number of explanations for this split, it is important to note that Naco stood 
up on behalf of the new refugees while those who are celebrated today as Albanian 
nationalists years later did not.** 
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Bulgaria 


The struggle for influence in Bucharest spilled over into neighboring Balkan states. 
In the wake of the turmoil in Bucharest, for example, Bulgaria became the next 
battleground for the rivals in Romania. In 1901 immigrants based in Sofia formed a 
society called Déshira (the wish) in direct collaboration with the now thriving Dituria 
faction from Bucharest. The emergence of Déshira of course should not be read as the 
sole source for understanding the overall sentiments of Albanians in Bulgaria. Indeed, 
the presence of any organization should not be read as universally accepted. This is 
especially important to point out regarding Macedonian activists based in Bulgaria 
during this period. While these competing groups’ role in the increasing violence in 
the region has long attracted the attention of scholars as the quintessential nationalist 
struggle during the late Ottoman era, as with the Albanian cases discussed above, a 
great deal more was going on than attempting to overthrow the Ottoman state. 

The Macedonian-diaspora in Bulgaria in fact consisted of a host of different 
“ethnicities” and political agendas. This complex demographic reality conditioned the 
emergence of various organized opposition movements—at times explicitly violent in 
their strategy—such as the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO), 
in and around Sofia. Additionally—making the network of political, ideological, and 
“ethnic” affiliations even more complex—members of the IMRO found common 
ground with Armenians, Albanians, and Turks within the emerging CUP, who, fleeing 
violence in Macedonia and Anatolia, also became “internal” refugees in the tributary 
principality of Bulgaria. These groups—often with the aid of competing Bulgarian 
political parties—interacted in anumber of Bulgarian cities, each forming autonomous, 
and to some extent opposing, “revolutionary” cadres.” The nature of their competition 
reflected the fact that each struggled to find patronage essential to maintain operations, 
preserve positive relations with local police forces, and preserve the ability to pass on 
funds to clients in the “occupied” homeland. 

The conscious effort to create a relatively safe arena for a variety of potentially 
valuable allies opposed to the Ottoman state offered many refugees the opportunity 
to interact. Perhaps most spectacularly, such interactions led to IMRO units actually 
collaborating at times with elements of Armenian Revolutionaries fleeing to 
Bulgaria after the 1890s.” In this regard, individuals representing, for example, the 
Dashnaktsutiun or Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) and IMRO identified 
mutually useful interests with their native Balkan counterparts, at least insofar as they 
all opposed the Hamidian regime at the time.*! The key here was the setting in which 
these groups interacted, one of an ideological underworld that until 1908, also saw the 
development of actively violent factions within the future CUP.” 

That the CUP was itself multiethnic may help us reconsider the actual points of 
emphasis in regard to the collaborative attempts between refugee groups that appeared 
to strive on behalf of conflicting agendas. In Istanbul, Ottoman authorities often 
identified clandestine meetings between individuals who had no apparent common 
interests. As a result, the center of both the paranoid Ottoman government and 
outside interests’ focus was the newly created associations, often still misunderstood 
in the Balkans as being nationalist. Many of these disparate groups relied on direct 
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or indirect patronage from the outside powers, the Bulgarian government, or those 
influence-seeking operations based in Sofia.* The fact that these different groups were 
able to cooperate on occasion indicates that political objectives which often surpassed 
“national” or “ethnocentric” concerns did exist.“ 

On another level, such collaborations in Bulgaria between different groups may help 
explain the emergence of especially successful armed units who successfully smuggled 
an array of contraband into Ottoman territories. These goods included much needed 
weapons, anti-Hamidian printed materials, and even politically sensitive individuals 
the Ottoman state had deemed “criminals.”** While it was always a dangerous activity, 
the fact these diverse Bulgarian and Macedonian groups were successful, especially 
with smuggling weapons, made them influential in a number of circles. For their 
part, it became obvious to both Ottoman officials and outside European observers 
that it was the growing IMRO ¢ete/komitaj units whose notorious raids into Ottoman 
Macedonia using these weapons could, by targeting non-Bulgarian communities, 
instigate violent responses from their victims. Such destabilizing effects thus created 
tensions within previously harmonious/tolerant associations to the point that the 
“Macedonia Question” preoccupied European policy makers for years. 

Of course the targeting of specific groups was a revolutionary tactic, akin to 
anarchists’ use of bombs at the time. The consequences, on the surface, at least, did 
indeed instigate conflict. What is not always acknowledged, however, is the extent to 
which the resistance was predicated on collaboration across so-called ethno-national 
lines. Such alliances between exiled or internally displaced Albanians, Greeks, 
Armenians, Serbs, and Bulgarians prove crucial to understanding how such methods 
using violence eventually filter into many Ottoman, anti-regime groups like IMRO 
and CUP, both eager to hedge bets on across-the-board support against a common 
enemy.** 

Again, perhaps the most intriguing developments in Bulgaria that helps flesh out 
this Ottoman refugee theme is the CUP (and Bulgarian nationalist) collaboration 
with Armenians. The presence in the Balkans of Armenians of various social classes 
most likely has a long history. As the Rumeli provinces required a particular quality of 
administrators, territories like Bulgaria, Thrace, and Macedonia long served as magnets 
for certain Ottoman-Armenian bureaucrats, bankers, and merchants who migrated 
from Western Anatolian hubs like Izmir/Smyrna and Istanbul. This may have been 
evident prior to the political tumult of the 1870s, with Ottoman default transforming 
the strategic importance of the Balkans to external powers and interests. But while 
there was an established Western Armenian presence in Bulgaria well before the 1870s, 
it was a series of revolts in Eastern Anatolia—the last of which ended in 1909—that led 
to perhaps thousands of Eastern Armenians seeking sanctuary in Bulgaria. 

With this in mind, the question throughout is this: Just how much does the proven 
collaboration across different “ethno-national” lines change the way we understand 
the refugee space in these Ottoman proximate contexts? Drawing from the available 
scholarship it is safe to say that just as with Albanians and Macedonians, Ottoman 
Armenian refugees residing throughout Bulgarian towns struggled to find a place 
in these very different, but equally complex, sociocultural spaces.” What grabs our 
attention, however, was that part of the dynamism of the experience was, in fact, 
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the sudden influx of radicalized Armenians fleeing the violence in Anatolia in the 
1890s. 

Politically active Armenians based in Bulgaria quickly transformed with the influx 
of Eastern Armenians with experience organizing and fighting Ottoman forces. For 
example, it appears that Stepan Zorian (known by his nom de guerre Rosdom), one 
of the founders of the ARF in Bulgaria, quickly teamed up with the likes of Andranik 
Ozanian, a notorious guerrilla with a past in Eastern Anatolia.” This alliance was 
able to convince men of influence in Sofia to help finance joint operations with the 
likes of IMRO, a potential collaboration that immediately transformed how activists 
envisioned future strategies.°° Crucially, this radicalization alienated many among 
the CUP hierarchy, especially those with axes to grind with an increasingly generic 
“Armenian” adversary in the larger “Great Power” struggle over access to the Persian 
Gulf by way of Persia and Transcaucasia.”! 

The growing ranks of well-trained (often by way of Russia) anti-regime activists also 
transformed the imagination of some Bulgarian politicians. The tandem of radicalized 
Armenian groups led by Andranik and Rosdom, for example, opened up new channels 
for Bulgarian state investment in violence in the Ottoman realm. Those promoting 
the use of new tactics in Ottoman Macedonia secured Bulgarian assistance to create 
training camps in which guerrilla units based in Bulgaria could receive the necessary 
skills to infiltrate Ottoman lands.” The collaboration expanded to also integrate these 
forces with the Bulgarian army after 1901. Crucial here, perhaps, was the deepening 
role, especially in the form of funds, of outside Armenian groups. This is especially 
the case with the Armenian Revolutionary Foundation, whose United States Central 
Committee in Boston contributed the lion’s share of money to these entrepreneurial 
enterprises in the period leading up to the “Young Turk” revolution of 1908.° 

Things got complicated, however. As we already learned in Chapters 1 and 2, violence 
in the Balkans became a very lucrative business. The transforming nature of conflict 
between some Armenian factions and the Ottoman Empire became a particularly 
attractive money-making opportunity for especially Eastern Armenians who could 
capitalize on the trust of locally based, Ottoman-Bulgarian-Armenian merchants. 
These relations fluctuated, however, depending on the larger situation in the Balkans. 
After the failed Ilinden uprising in 1903, for instance, the mood in Bulgaria was both 
energized and frustrated.** In this milieu the ARF organized a congress in Sofia, 
where delegates reached a formal decision to collaborate with IMRO, thus offering the 
erstwhile failed rebellion new blood. The central focus of this collaboration, at least 
for some entrepreneurs, was raising funds from those wealthy Armenian merchants 
long established in Bulgaria. Recall that Ottoman Armenians had for decades prior to 
the 1878 crisis lived in these regions of the Balkans, becoming quite wealthy (and thus 
largely resented by the local inhabitants). The manner in which money was raised from 
these Armenians produced new domestic political issues. 

Due to the size of the Armenian merchant community in Bulgaria, especially in Sofia 
after 1885, the ugly turn of events in Anatolia, when the first of a series of massacres 
took place, proved a lucrative fundraising opportunity for a host of emerging activists. 
It seems that the heavy-handed, almost criminal methods used to shake down these 
wealthy merchants left many unhappy with the direction of the coalition forming just 
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after the upsurge of violence in Anatolia. While the ARF seems to have expanded its 
operations largely on these extortionist methods of fundraising, they also infiltrated 
domestic Bulgarian politics. Far from gaining sympathy from Bulgarian officials after 
complaints about such threats from these fundraisers, the long-held resentments 
toward the old Ottoman Armenian merchant elite left them vulnerable to blackmail 
from all sides.* 

It is not clear if such a relationship in the context of fighting the Abdiilhamid II 
regime created new opportunities for CUP activists to bring some wealthy Armenians 
back into the Ottoman fold. What is clear is that these fissures within various Ottoman 
Armenian refugee communities make it difficult to generalize about their resistance 
to Istanbul over the next two decades. That being said, the destruction of the Ottoman 
proximate dynamic in Bulgaria did take place, reflecting the growing collaboration 
between Armenian radicals and the Bulgarian military. Such collaboration must not, 
however, be either assumed inevitable or immune to contradictions. 

If Ottoman sources are right, by 1907, factions within the Bulgarian political elite 
were actively training dozens of Armenians to make, plant, and then detonate bombs 
inside Ottoman territories.** These training operations seemed to successfully link 
the talents of various newcomers from Russia sent specifically to teach the techniques 
of bomb use with those eager to mobilize young Armenians refugees residing in 
Bulgaria. Their combined efforts were, according to most accounts, ultimately geared 
to organizing military units that would engage the Ottoman regime throughout the 
Macedonia uprisings. Eventually, however, there were efforts to use these Armenians 
as distinctive units to fight alongside Bulgarian troops when needed. Indeed, in the 
Balkan War of 1912, some 230 actually did.” 

Considering the connections between known bomb-making specialists who 
infiltrated Bulgaria and Ottoman Macedonia and the growth in the use of bombs in 
Macedonia after 1900, the fusion of different skillsets permitted a new kind of violence 
to emerge. This fusion also ultimately transformed the campaign that initially hoped to 
induce political change in a unified Ottoman society. This split would have had violent 
consequences once the CUP came to power in 1908. 

Once violence employed against Muslims in Macedonia by Armenian/Bulgarian 
groups took place, it would serve as a motivating factor behind new forms of 
“population management” during World War I in Eastern Anatolia. But focusing 
on these processes prior to 1908 as inevitable causal events leading to the violence of 
World War I skips a great deal still at work in the Ottoman refugee experience within 
the proximate space still revolving around a dynamic world in which the empire played 
a prominent role. Perhaps it is better to assume Ottoman émigrés, even in Bulgaria 
from 1878 onwards, first wanted to assimilate into their host societies. 

Rather than privileging those “ethnic entrepreneurs” who purported to be 
representative of a larger, coherent “ethno-national” diaspora-led organizational 
dynamic, the operating assumption should be that it is not necessarily the case that 
individuals orient their lives in reference to idealized fictions of their former homes at 
the expense of fully integrating into their new social contexts. The diverse communities 
of migrants who moved beyond the immediate areas of conflict prove, just like their 
fellow refugees who continued to live in the Ottoman Empire, to be as much a part 
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of their larger host society as being members of isolated, “exilic” enclaves. Indeed, 
these heterogeneous spaces were very much what Sami Zubaida termed “cognitive 
structures” that predated the mythologized, but still not consolidated, “location” of the 
ethno-national state in Bulgaria, Serbia, Greece, and Romania.”® 

The larger dynamic of a “politics of location” around issues like “Macedonia” in 
Serbian, Bulgarian, Ottoman, and Greek post-1878 settings reflects more the discursive 
chaos of transitional societies (without a teleological endpoint) that can really only be 
effectively analyzed by adopting a “cartography of the politics of intersectionality.’ Such 
an orientation can be laid out in productive ways by continuing with this theme of the 
Ottoman proximate. Moreover, this perspective may help us highlight further people's 
observed commonality as by-products of temporary exchanges within migrant/ 
politically transitional spaces like Romania, Bulgaria, and, as we shall see below, Egypt 
in the 1870-1912 period, rather than merely assuming this commonality a priori.® 

The multiplicity of refugee stories in the Ottoman proximate thus produces a broad 
range of constituent agents, often developing political and economic associations that 
completely undermine past attempts at fixing their activism in anachronistic nationalist 
terms. Here Stuart Hall’s contributions to the understanding of these dynamics reveal 
a double vision that captures the complexities of any identity articulation within 
the context of exile.” This is all fleshed out in our case by historicizing various 
manifestations of individual/group association in transitional political environments 
like Bulgaria, while taking on entirely different significance in zones of exile like Egypt 
and Romania where the intrigues of patronage operated in a variety of geostrategic, 
socioeconomic, and ideological contexts. 


Foreign government investment in Ottoman émigrés 


Amid all of the politics within Bulgaria, Egypt, and Romania was a heavy investment 
in influencing the activism of Ottoman immigrant groups by foreign powers. The 
medium through which much of that activism took place was direct involvement by 
consular offices seeking out willing “representatives” to help mobilize their constituents. 
As such, any number of groups lurked in the shadows of of the Ottoman proximate, 
waiting to secure for themselves a role in extending an outside power’s influence over 
events in the region. 

In Romania, paradoxically, these interventions by foreign representatives were 
structured around the expectation that their clients represented cohesive diasporic 
communities—communities that supposedly took as an organizing principle some 
idealized version of national origin. But in reality, these locally based partners ended 
up exploiting rifts within communities to develop new, temporary cynergies of power 
and influence that often did little to help build a national polity. Italian politicians 
were especially successful with navigating these local political nuances. With large 
numbers of Arbéresh (Italian-Albanians) entering into the Italian government, they 
cultivated communal links without needing to rely solely on association with particular 
institutions, such as the Catholic Church. Unlike the Habsburg agents whose only 
point of contact was Catholicism, these Albanian-Italians could spread their influence 
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through the culturally diverse western Balkans, making it possible for Italian interests 
to negotiate with Orthodox Christian and Muslim Albanians as well. Aware of this 
thanks to the growing advisory role of Arbéresh inside the halls of Italian state power, 
the Italian Foreign Ministry supported prominent Tosk Albanians living in Rome in 
return for serving Rome as intermediaries in the Ottoman Balkans. Among the more 
active players in the period was Dervish Hima who became frustrated by the unrealized 
potential of the Bucharest communities. Learning from his Bucharest experiences, 
Hima would use his newly established base in Rome to initiate a particularly important 
period for both his small group of allies in the Ottoman diaspora and the Italian 
state. 

Using money supplied by the Italian Foreign Ministry, Hima began to mobilize 
different interests in Italy so as to bring order to an otherwise chaotic Balkan-Tosk 
Diaspora scattered throughout Europe. Hima appears to have been successful to 
an extent, convincing members of the Italian government to direct some resources 
to help his cadre of subordinates infiltrate and influence rival groups in Sofia and 
Bucharest.” 

This desire to harness Tosk Albanians’ potential was not lost on key regional 
activists, some who exploited the rival ambitions of outsiders to empower—enrich— 
themselves. Such opportunism did not always translate into productive collaboration, 
however, as noted in an open letter sent by the Vienna-based activist Mati Logoreci, 
to Dervish Hima’s Rome newspaper, Albania.® Logoreci seemed sincere when he 
complained that prominent Tosks with strong connections throughout the non- 
Ottoman Balkans had done too little to include Northern Albanian (Geg) activists 
in their mobilization drives to influence domestic Ottoman affairs. It was as if most 
Tosks did not see Gegs living in the Kosovo and Shkodér provinces as close enough 
kin to warrant collaboration. 

Such public displays of frustration from a man so closely linked to the Austro- 
Hungarian government paid off for Hima. Identifying a new angle for influence, Hima 
began to work openly with Logoreci with monies first provided exclusively by the 
Italians, and then soon after, by Vienna-based authorities as well. This alliance broke 
down a barrier that had long existed in the Balkans, uniting for the first time refugee 
activists aligned with the Austro-Hungarian Empire and those tied to Italy, with those 
who would become “Albanians.” 

Although it is often misunderstood, the political divisions within various groups of 
active reformers both residing in the Ottoman Empire and among the émigrés took on 
the contours of the Great Power rivalries spreading throughout the world. For their part, 
most Tosk activists simply had little connection with Vienna, the rival Catholic power 
in the region. Instead, they often forged strong relations with patrons based in Greece, 
Istanbul, or Romania. Hima’s subsequent collaboration with Logoreci is thus especially 
informative because Hima’s public engagement with Austro-Hungarian agents served 
any number of purposes. The least obvious was that it helped give Hima some leverage 
vis-a-vis his Italian hosts, who were especially concerned that their Habsburg rivals 
did not gain a foothold in southern Albania at their own strategic expense. Simply put, 
letters sent by Vienna-backed activists translated into political clout for Hima in the 
factional diaspora based in Italy, and ultimately in Bucharest as well. 
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Hima used the possibility of Austro-Hungarian patronage to mobilize Italian funds, 
a windfall for him and for the allied groups he would soon be supporting in the Balkans 
and Egypt.” Such political capital earned from delivering the Italians to cash-strapped 
Tosk exiles in the Balkans and Egypt reflects the interactive dynamic that blurs the 
distinctions we often make between local and external, state, and society. Ultimately, 
seeing a possible lucrative source of funds, the leadership at Drita invested the groups 
political influence in Romania to support Hima’s activism in Rome; an alliance that led 
to continued interaction between Italy and Tosk exiles in the greater Balkans for years 
to come.” 

This complex network of affiliations in the Ottoman refugee/émigré context also 
calls into question entrenched assumptions about, for example, “Albanian” unity in face 
of their putative “primordial” enemies. The fact is that many Tosk Orthodox Christian 
Albanian refugees spread throughout the Mediterranean openly lobbied for closer 
ties with Greece. Hence the presumption that every Albanian at home and abroad 
collectively feared Greek expansionism and united behind a common categorical 
“other” proves unwarranted.” 

In Egypt specifically, we find an even more complicated interactive dynamic at work. 
Not only were competing Italian and Austrian- Hungarian agents influencing Ottoman 
exiles, but so too were the Ottoman state, Greece, and the British administration of 
Egypt (the de facto rulers since the invasion of 1882). More still, the increasingly 
isolated Egyptian sovereign of Balkan heritage, the Khedive himself, also invested 
heavily in Ottoman migrant politics. As such, Cairo and the larger Nile Delta region 
of Egypt were crucial centers of exile that underscored not only the inner workings 
of emerging Albanian, Rum Orthodox, Yemeni, Armenian, Bulgarian, and Syrian- 
Ottoman communities, but also Italian, British, Austrian, and French intrigue. For 
those non-Ottoman actors, the larger context of securing spheres of influence over 
lucrative trade networks, and with them, strategically vital political linkages, would 
center Egypt in a larger process for decades to come. 

As recent scholarship has amply demonstrated, the entire 1878-1939 period in the 
Eastern Mediterranean was shaped by the constant flow of human beings.”’ These same 
factors pushing landless Maltese, Sicilians, and French peasants to North Africa also 
contributed to native North Africans to seek sanctuary in the Ottoman cities of Beirut, 
Izmir, and Istanbul. The at times unmanageable flux of people moving in and out of 
already tense situations meant the empire’s peoples were in constant upheaval and 
socioeconomic disruption. As a result, many Ottoman subjects, uprooted by changing 
property relations in the Ottoman realm sought out regions where demand for unskilled 
or semi-skilled labor could assure gainful wage-earning employment. In this way, many 
flocked to Egypt, which was a major agricultural producer needing this kind of cheap 
labor. Similarly, the Egyptian government invested in massive labor-intensive projects 
like the Suez Canal and the irrigation of the Nile Delta. With a resulting booming labor 
market instigating large numbers of Ottomans to move beyond its borders, indigenous 
“Egyptian” political entrepreneurs, including the landed oligarchies linked with the 
family of Mehmed Ali, gained new leverage over trans-Mediterranean affairs. 

The student of the region’s history will recall that since the eighteenth century, Egypt 
drew immigrants from throughout the Mediterranean. In time, especially with the rise 
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of the Mehmed Ali dynasty (1805-41), the state and landowning classes recruited 
laborers from the homelands from which most Egytian elite originated, including, and 
most relevant to the present discussion, Albanian-speaking Ottomans. This practice 
was significantly modified under the largely British dominated enterprise after 1882. 
After this inauspicious turn of events, the new regime steered the financially crippled 
Egyptian state toward investing heavily in supporting the creation of “nationalist 
cells” as a means to help destabilize otherwise entrenched Ottoman constituencies 
throughout the region. Crucially, many of these cells would find the resources—thanks 
again to British “patronage” by way of surrogate (Khedival) funds—to create branches 
throughout Europe and clandestine operations throughout the Ottoman Empire. 
Such a context proved especially lucrative for the many talented Ottoman writers and 
artists settled in Egypt. Their presence helped cultivate the panoply of modern-looking 
ethno-national, or sectarian orientated communities, a nurturing of communalism 
that would serve British imperial interests during and after World War I.” 

It should not be too surprising, therefore, to learn that in time, almost all politically 
active Tosk Albanian members of the anti- Hamidian movement passed through Egypt. 
Many dissidents, including Ismail Qemali (who had become especially vocal in his 
support of British intervention into domestic Ottoman affairs), helped organize social 
clubs and raised money to support schools and textbook publications, which were 
later smuggled into Ottoman-Albanian territories.”’ This type of émigré “subversion” 
enjoyed the full logistical and financial support of the British via the Egyptian state. 
Indeed, the journals that various southern Albanian factions produced over time in 
Egypt—containing anti-Hamidian and, later, anti-CUP rhetoric—thrived in large part 
because of Egyptian (thus British) state patronage.” 

The Khedive's active support of various Albanian interest groups in this context 
speaks to a broader set of forces at work that intimately linked events in the Ottoman 
territories with the larger world. As much as the raw materials flowing out of Ottoman 
ports and the persistence of the “Eastern Question” in diplomatic circles animated 
events, the often murky world of exile networks played prominently in the archived 
consular reports of all the major powers.” 

In contrast with the well-connected Muslim Tosks described above, Orthodox 
Christian Tosk Albanian refugees/migrants took advantage of the identity politics being 
played out in the larger region. The Greek state in particular attempted to lay claim to 
every Orthodox non-Slav Christian living in the Balkans and the Middle East. For 
Orthodox Christian Tosks, the opportunity to exploit this was clear. For example, there 
is evidence that many seeking to obtain travel documents claimed Greek citizenship 
by equating their faith as Orthodox Christians to being ethnically Greek. The Austrian 
Consul Veli¢ based in Cairo reported that the Egyptian government actually grew 
concerned that by liberally granting Greek nationality to Tosks willing to accept the 
label, Greece was trying to undermine the Egyptian economy and even its political 
stability by infiltrating local markets (and labor unions) and then diverting regional 
trade (and political loyalties) into “Greek” hands.” 

The way previous studies on migrant communities in Egypt have understood the 
dynamics of, for instance, diaspora politics, labor union organization, and economic 
networks has missed much of this complexity. The failure to recognize that many 
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categorical “Greeks” may have used the privileges of such an association to enjoy 
travel rights, while socializing as Albanians, Vlach, Bulgarians, or Serbs, has resulted 
in overemphasizing a number of links between proto-nationalist Greek or Italian 
identity claims and historical events in Egypt. In the case of increasingly self-identified 
Albanians, the Cairo-based newspaper Toska published an entire issue on the subject 
of Tosk Albanians claiming Greek citizenship in 1902.” 

Such a willingness to reach out to interested foreign parties goes a long way 
toward presenting the varied and often conflicting interests of Egypt's Tosk migrant 
communities in a more nuanced manner. The Ottoman state monitored these activities 
and was frequently surprised by the profile of those who participated in the unity 
meetings held in Athens. For example, the Ottoman embassy in Athens reported that 
Ismail Qemali held negotiations with an organization called “Hellenismos” funded by 
wealthy Tosks and the Greek state.”* This prominent ex-Ottoman governor apparently 
was prepared to forge a union with the enemy. 

These developments suggest that personal identities in another proximate context 
were malleable and that a certain flexibility of sectarian identity was important with 
respect to community politics in the Eastern Mediterranean. Paradoxically, well- 
established institutions like the Orthodox Church and the Pan-Hellenic strategy of 
claiming virtually all the southern Balkans as culturally Greek provided an opportunity 
for a broad range of constituent groups. Tosk Albanians in particular actively exploited 
this loophole in order to benefit from Greek citizenship and its protection from 
Ottoman control when they traveled back and forth between Egypt and the Ottoman 
Balkans. Such protections gave many Tosks an advantage in Ottoman territories, where 
they established lucrative trading partnerships all along the Adriatic coast. It appears 
that this community also had strong connections with some elements of the Orthodox 
Christian Tosk community in Alexandria and Cairo.” 

As seen throughout this chapter, there is a rich history behind this collaboration 
between Ottoman Albanian refugees/migrants and outside actors seeking both 
political influence and commercial opportunities. Some of these overtures to Ottoman 
Albanians in Egypt even reached the small communities in the Delta region like Beni 
Souef (Bini Suif), where considerable money was being made in the production of 
cash crops like cotton. Milo Duci, son of a powerful cotton merchant from Kor¢é, 
established in Beni Souefa branch of the “Albanian Brotherhood” with direct assistance 
from the Khedive's office. Such assistance suggests a British role. Indeed, in addition 
to the political links between Beni Souef and Cairo, Duci’s family emerged as an 
important player in the general economic development of Egypt's delta region directed 
by Lord Cromer’s office. By 1901, Milo Duci started working with his well-connected 
uncle, Loni Logori, on projects that explicitly tied the commercial interests of members 
within the British administration and local landowners. Crucially, Logori, who had 
built much of the canal network in the Minah district several years earlier, was known 
to have maintained contacts with members of émigré organizations in Bucharest, 
Istanbul, Italy, and Brussels.* These interlinking channels of political, cultural, and 
economic exchange deserves greater scholarly attention in the future. 

Indeed, reflective of the manipulative range of such actors, as already seen in Ismail 
Qemali’s multiple partnerships, the same Duci openly solicited Austro-Hungarian 
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support. This partnership took place despite the distrust of many Southern Albanians 
in Egypt toward Vienna’s ambitions in the Balkans. Regarding such counterintuitive 
alliances, documents produced by consuls based in Cairo during the period of 1880- 
1912 offer a rich picture of the way in which the Ottoman-Albanian migrants and 
the Habsburg Empire operated in Egypt.*! The reports from the Austrian embassy 
from 1900 to 1902, in particular, reveal that alliances were formed around sectarian 
affiliations and then reconstituted around groups who maintained good relations with 
representatives from Italy, or, if they were Muslims, the Egyptian state.** Based mostly 
in Cairo, these government patriarchs had apparently also forged strong links with 
the well-established Ottoman-Albanian elite in Istanbul and with groups based in 
Napoli and Calabria. These latter ties could have constituted an Arbéresh block that 
cornered certain commercial and political niches in the greater Eastern Mediterranean 
world.® As noted in Chapter 4, these niches extended to the other side of the Atlantic 
with greater numbers of Albanians from Italy, Greece, or the Ottoman Empire itself, 
beginning to settle, along with so many other Ottoman refugees, in the Americas.“ 

While natives of the Balkans have a historical link to Egypt that partially explains 
their active involvement in the country’s affairs since at least the late eighteenth century, 
Egypt's strategic place with respect to the Red Sea meant many Yemenis also migrated 
and traded there. Added to this dynamic is the presence since 1882 of the British 
administration in Egypt, an operation that by the 1890s nurtured opposition groups to 
the Hamidian regime. Among the most well-funded were the Arabic-speaking exiles 
who became known activist for regime change in Istanbul while based in Egypt.® 
By the 1890s, therefore, Cairo served as a crossroads of regional politics, a point of 
exchange in which the Khedive of Egypt, still nominally a subject of the Ottoman 
Sultan, facilitated British domination over a geostrategic epicenter of importance to 
French, Italian, Habsburg, Greek, and indeed Ottoman interests. 

Clearly, all these powers sought to cultivate the many Ottoman refugee/migrant 
activists who passed through the region. As such, Egypt became a springboard for 
affecting life in many parts of the Ottoman homeland, including Northern Yemen, 
which had just recently been formally incorporated into the state centralization 
schemes of the Ottoman Empire. Especially interesting for our purposes here were 
the partisans of the recently anointed Zaydi Imam (Imam Yahya), whose domestic 
political struggles for legitimacy, as either an ally of the Ottoman state or rival 
claimant to authority over the highlands of North Yemen, spilled over into the 
Egyptian space.** 

Very little is known about the nature of the clusters of migrants from Yemen living 
in Egypt, although there is little doubt that many did call various Egyptian ports their 
home. As with the previous examples of Albanian activists, with the growth of a largely 
British administration, Cairo was a point of intrigue for Ottoman Yemenis who sought 
to enforce some order in their spheres of influence in the larger Red Sea. Here the 
story of Sayyid Ahmed Yahya al-Kibsi from Hawlan province proves invaluable. His 
cultivation of a recently established relationship between his patron Imam Yahya, one 
of the claimants to power in Northern Yemen, and the Italian government is especially 
important considering Italy became active in the Red Sea by way of protecting Italian 
company interests in Eritrea. 
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It is not entirely clear how the dialogue began, but it appears that Kibsi actually 
solicited assistance from the Italians for personal reasons as much as on the Imam’s 
behalf.” What stands out from Kibsi’s interaction with the Italian consulate is his 
hope that the Italian state could assist him in dealing with his nominal sovereign, 
the Ottoman state. Kibsi lobbied Italian authorities in Cairo to put pressure on the 
Ottoman regime to free his father and uncle from prison on the Mediterranean island 
of Rhodes, a common destination for high-profile dissidents believed dangerous by 
the Ottoman administration. In the hope of winning his loyalty—a loyalty deemed 
crucial to authorities in Rome to assure workable relations with a possible valuable 
asset in the on-going struggle for ascendency in the Red Sea—the Italian government 
did invest heavily in lobbying Istanbul to free Kibsi’s relatives from exile on Rhodes.” 
One of the rewards for such collaboration was that Kibsi also secured a stipend from 
the Italians. Moreover, the consul in Cairo also paid the fees for the transport of Kibsi’s 
liberated family members to settle in Egypt. Other than Kibsi, the Italians also seem to 
have been supporting other Yemenis closely associated with Kibsi, who clearly became 
during this time some kind of community leader within this pro-Imam faction living 
in Cairo.” This heavy investment in one man and his immediate network reflects both 
the assumed importance of Kibsi’s family in influencing Yemeni affairs, and the linked 
desire of the Italian government to gain access to such affairs. 

What is not so clear from these exchanges is what the Italians ultimately got in 
return. By the time Kibsi’s family was freed from imprisonment, Imam Yahya was in 
direct negotiation with Istanbul to reconcile with the regime. Revealingly, Kibsi was 
one of the three delegates sent to Istanbul to negotiate on the Imam’s behalf.”! It is 
here that a new level of interstate power politics emerged. Serving as an additional 
layer of communication (and as it turns out, intrigue) between the Imam, the Sublime 
Porte, and the Italian government, was the legation’s dragoman, Muhammad Arif Bey. 
Through his active role as intermediary and translator, Muhammad Arif Bey became 
an integral part of the politics behind these Italian/imam relations in Egypt. That 
being said, beginning in 1906 there was some indication that Muhammad Arif Bey 
was not entirely trusted by the Italian consul in Cairo. The consul himself suspected 
Muhammad Arif Bey of having ulterior motives concerning the affairs with Kibsi. 
The first signs of this occurred when reports reached the Italians that Muhammad 
Arif Bey was an agent of the secret service of the Egyptian royal family. Moreover, he 
was frequently seen meeting with the head of the Ottoman government representative 
office in Cairo, Muhktar Pasha.” 

Loyalties in the Egyptian-based émigré community were without question manifold 
and volatile, which meant that unqualified reliance on a particular intermediary 
could prove dangerous. An individual who wished to could, for his own purposes, 
simultaneously serve and manipulate conflicting agendas of the Hamidian regime, 
the Khedive, the British, and/or the Italians. At one point, it is suggested that Ahmad 
Effendi Adib, himself once a loyal representative of the previous Zaydi imam in Cairo, 
was actively working for the Hamidian regime against the interests of the current 
Imam. In this respect, even Istanbul was prepared to work with willing members of the 
disgruntled Zaydi community, both in Yemen and among migrants.” That there were 
anti-Imam forces among the Zaydi in Egypt hints at a complex web of interchanging 
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parts that linked events in highland Yemen—the intra-Zaydi struggle for power and 
the political struggles between Imam Yahya, some of his allies and enemies, and the 
Ottoman administration—with the machinations of imperial intrigue in the Red Sea. 

This story line also suggests that a young man whose entire world was turned 
upside down by the arrest and exile of his father and uncle could adjust and ultimately 
make himself an essential component in this interplay of forces in Cairo. In a matter 
of a few months, Kibsi was able to convince the Italian foreign ministry and perhaps 
even Imam Yahya that he could serve as the essential intermediary. Eventually, he 
did become the Imam’s main emissary during direct negotiations with the Hamidian 
regime. In the process, Kibsi also secured the release of his family members from 
Rhodes. It is clear from Kibsi’s story that not all highland, “tribal” Yemenis were naive, 
isolated people, but active players in a complex system of international, regional, 
and local Egyptian politics. Moreover, their leverage in this system enabled them to 
manipulate the interests of others and successfully negotiate for the betterment of their 
own constituencies.” 

Paradoxically, such an eclectic environment hampered attempts to unify the 
dispersed émigré communities and ultimately diminished the ability of various groups 
to service outside patrons seeking to influence events in Yemen. What Egypt's contested 
political environment did help cultivate instead, much as in Romania mentioned earlier, 
was a broken and often hostile set of factions whose rivalries may have sabotaged 
as much as cooperated with their fellow “countrymen’s” efforts to bring stability to 
their assumed shared homeland.* These conditions of factional competition and the 
resulting diminishment of individual communities’ abilities to influence events would 
continue well after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, a fact that ultimately explains 
why Euro-American finance capitalism so thoroughly dominates the world today. 


Conclusion 


All the cases noted above speak of the counterintuitive dynamics at work among the 
displaced inhabitants of the Ottoman realm. The case of Albanians and Yemenis in 
Egypt especially highlights the traumas of the so-called diasporic experience. These 
migrants’ ambitions pitted contradictory interests against each other, leaving in the 
end refugees and migrants with a full range of possibilities (and limitations) otherwise 
unknown to native Egyptians or those still living within Ottoman-administered 
territories. Cairo as a center of exile thus underscores not only the inner workings of 
emerging trans-Mediterranean Egyptian communities, but also imperialist intrigues. 
Among the more important reflections of such agendas was European support of 
smugglers based on either side of the Red Sea.”* The end result was a failed Ottoman 
state. 

Undermining the power of the Ottoman administration in Yemen was clearly a 
long-term strategy that meant that the Italian authorities in Eritrea and the French 
in Djibouti went beyond protecting the “pirates” who threatened Ottoman economic 
stability. Indeed, they actively built “loyal” constituencies in these regions, a process 
that had long-term rewards for French and Italian commercial interests throughout 
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the Red Sea. As seen above, Italian officials openly secured a place for Ottoman Yemeni 
political refugees in Cairo, cultivating intimate commercial and political associations 
that anticipated Italy’s attempts to affect Yemen’s affairs well after the Ottomans left. 
That the Yemenis themselves understood and manoeuvred in this space of operation 
is clear with the case of Ahmed al-Kibsi, who actively lobbied Italian authorities in 
Cairo to intervene on both his family’s behalf and that of Imam Yahya. In the end, these 
efforts speak to a complicated interplay of agendas and ideas of what was possible in 
the world of refugees/migrants. 

At the same time, Tosk Albanian refugees and migrants, hailing from all over the 
Eastern Mediterranean, called Egypt as much as Romania or Bulgaria, home. Beyond 
the economic interests that clearly were substantial (but beyond the scope of this 
study) were the political interests of the various parties engaging a plethora of groups. 
The heterogeneity of the community itself speaks to the complex conditions back in 
the Balkans, and cautions against the premature associations other scholars have made 
with late-Ottoman refugee activism and unified, self-identified nations. What must be 
explored in the future are the integrative functions of the trans-regional factors at work 
in Ottoman proximate contexts like those found in Cairo, Bucharest, and Sofia. 

Among other interested parties, Greece, Italy, and Austria appear to have operated 
within a context of multiple loyalties and political alliances. What such conditions and 
varied resources did for those Ottoman refugees living in Egypt was just as much a 
question of personal ambition and growing opportunity as it was one of new collective 
identities for Albanians, Greeks, or Arabs/Yemenis. In this respect, one other aspect 
discussed here takes on special significance—namely the experience of the ontological 
outsider. There is no doubt that the refugees who resettled in the countries neighboring 
the Kosovo, Yanya, Manastir, and Yemen provinces experienced a certain associational 
trauma that shaped their political horizons for the rest of the Ottoman period. Like the 
Ottoman Empire, the ruling classes of the Ottoman state's imperial neighbors sought 
to structure societies that enacted unitary cultural and socioeconomic identities. The 
consequences for those identified as outsiders have been devastating over the course 
of the twentieth century. 

All this must be read in the larger context of diasporic theory that has emerged 
in the past few years. It can be argued that the entire project of the modern state 
identified in these locales of exile employed technology and the self-aware institutions 
of state power to control diversity, develop uniformity, and, in the process, criminalize 
or anathematize the strangers within. In no time, European “reforms” in the Balkans 
imposed institutional structures and rhetorical tools that grounded local politics to 
reflect exclusively a secure triangulation of territory linked to identity. This would be 
an identity based on the ethno-national marker (often with a sectarian foundation) 
and the state. This rigidification of political possibilities took place inspite of the same 
agents of imperial policy in Arabia and the Balkans who understood that people were 
eminently mobile, and that the boundaries within which they operated had always 
been in flux.” 

I suggest that, to the contrary of most assumptions about this modernization 
process, even as the structure of the “modern” person was being built and imposed 
along an axis of enforced inclusion/exclusion. But this would necessarily be a violent 
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process. The experience of the outcast, noted here in its many forms, could not be 
so neatly contained. It is apparent with the cases of the resettled Ottoman refugees 
in Romania, Bulgaria, and Egypt explored above that locals had their own shifting 
notions of these markings of “modern” communal identity. The more that local turmoil 
directly affected the ability of local stakeholders to endure, new channels of survival, 
including trade and exclusionary rhetoric, were sought.** Their creation ultimately 
shifted power in new directions and thereby enabling international finance capital to 
secure a foothold in the Ottoman Empire. 

As seen in the next chapter, such swings in political patronage and commerce 
ultimately compel us to reconsider the political economy of the refugee in the larger 
world. At once engaged in the larger world while resolutely adapting to contingencies, 
peoples from all these regions absorbed the initial impact of capitalism and forced a 
reorientation of modern life in ways more complicated than traditionally assumed. 
In the next chapter this variability of place, affiliation, and sense of community finds 
another expression in an entirely different kind of exile—that of overseas constituencies 
that no longer retain the Ottoman proximate dynamic but come to represent the 
Ottoman sensibility in arenas completely out of direct state influence. 


Transitional Migrants: The Global Ottoman 
Refugee and Colonial Terror 


.. .Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
‘The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me... .' 
Emma Lazarus, “The New Colossus” (1883) 


Introduction 


Although the majority of Ottoman refugees in the 1878-1912 period either remained 
internally displaced or settled in those proximate locales along the empire's porous 
frontiers, significant numbers actually found their way to new continents. Starting 
from the first steamships landing in the Americas via Marseille, Alexandria, or Trieste, 
eventually hundreds of thousands of Syrians, Palestinians, Armenians, Albanians, 
Greeks, and Slavs constituted the vital first wave of migrants to the Americas.’ 
Through the toil of building communities from scratch, at times in face of unbearable 
institutional hostility and outright racism from their host state and neighbors, these 
pioneers deserve their decedents’ praise.* Indeed, what is especially impressive from 
the now vast scholarship on both global migratory patterns in general and specifically 
Eastern Mediterranean variations is just how these nomads were able to preserve so 
much of their heritage.* At some point, however, there must begin some soul-searching 
that puts these heroic struggles into the larger context of modern exploitation 
economies under which many Ottomans were also suffering. 

To do so requires that we remember that the concomitant factors inducing mass 
migrations across vast areas of the planet were not only the “dreams of greener pastures” 
offered by the much celebrated technological innovations like the steam engine, the 
telegraph, and new printing techniques (the commoditized fruits of a so-called Gilded 
Age). What accompanied such “wonders” of the modern age were also alienation from 
one’s ancestral lands, community break-down, and brutal exploitation.’ Fortunately, 
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reading the literature on global migration does not disguise these “push/pull” factors 
that expunged so many hundreds of thousands from their homelands for the purposes 
of exploiting their desperation.® From recent studies we learn that the demand for 
cheap labor came from both the expanding plantation and mining operations. These 
labor intensive operations became the investment of choice for those eyeing profits 
“overseas.” Similarly, industrialization in the metropole created its own demands for 
and on people forced to sell their labor just to survive.’ 

The products these exploitative relations released onto the world satiated the highly 
integrated “market's” increasing demands created by cash-based economies. As profit 
margins grew with each new concession in distant, recently “discovered” corners of the 
planet, this demand for various types of wage workers transformed the relationship 
between capital, company, state, and society. As elsewhere, the inhabitants of the 
Ottoman Empire became a major source for this kind of “satanic mill” that ultimately 
destroyed both supplier and recipient societies.’ As discussed below, just as in the 
Americas, Africa, and Asia, one of the most important factors behind the massive 
Ottoman emigration was the “market” demand for cheap labor, a reflection of the 
changing focus of finance capital.’ 

While this story, in parts, has already been explored by scholars, I identify here a 
very different, much smaller group of Ottoman refugees that may darken an already 
depressing story. Far from being tragic personal stories, the cases presented here suggest 
that some Ottomans actually served this new financial order, some even becoming 
among the wealthiest trading families in the world as a result. Far less spectacular, but 
equally vital to the gradual imposition of a Euro-American financial and then political 
order, was the Ottoman petty merchant, small shop owner, and “jack-of-all-trades” 
peddler increasingly identified in the scholarship." 

As a combination, these two very different kinds of Ottoman refugees intersected 
with the world at a time when the Euro-American juggernaut was just beginning to 
gain traction." Such an intersection within a larger “circulation” of goods, practices, 
and peoples, was crucial to the financial engine that built the modern capitalist 
world; ascendant Euro-American trading corporations needed accomplices at crucial 
junctures.’ In other words, Euro-American imperialism took its “destined” genocidal 
turn by often calling on various Ottoman subjects (in addition to a wide range of other 
indigenous actors throughout Africa and Asia) to make themselves useful in ways 
contradictory to their normative place in world history.” 

For a small, but significant minority of Ottoman refugees, destinations as 
diverse as Southeast Asia, Eastern Africa, and the jungles of the Americas offered 
sets of opportunities—as well as challenges and frustrations—for at times unsavory 
collaboration with global capitalism. Succinctly put, the untold hundreds of thousands 
of Ottomans traversing the major oceans of the world between 1878 and 1939 did 
leave an imprint on the host societies within which they settled.'* In order for the 
theoretical aims of this chapter to work, however, readers must appreciate that what 
permitted Ottoman refugee complicity in the horrors of Euro-American Empire was 
the expedient suspension of strict, hierarchical divisions rigidly enforced in some 
colonial contexts. This means that in Southeast Asia, East and West Africa, and many 
parts of the Americas, being Arab, Turk, Albanian, Armenian, Muslim, or Ottoman 
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Christian did not carry the same advantages and/or disadvantages as in a late- 
nineteenth-century Ottoman imperial setting. In short, there was something about 
many exilic settings in which Ottomans found themselves that made the “normative” 
racist categories of Euro-American civilizational politics suddenly inappropriate, 
if not totally counterproductive, to the agents of capitalist expansionism. Studying 
transitional migrants, in other words, requires exploring how some Ottoman peoples, 
as much as some Cantonese, Gujarati, Bengali, Gulf Persian/Arab, and Hadhrami, 
became the “middlemen” for different kinds of trans-regional networks crucial to 
making global capitalist power work.° 


The Ottoman refugee and the world of plunder 


As argued throughout, there is more than one possible way to approach the category 
of migrant/refugee agency. Here we explore how, despite all the opportunities to 
do otherwise, many individual Ottoman refugees did not so much confront Euro- 
American imperial violence as deflect its rhetorical violence. In this respect, as the 
emerging “science” of imperialism ripped apart Ottoman society, in other colonial 
contexts some of the very refugee victims fleeing such violence actually became useful 
intermediaries for this same Euro-American financial empire. In one of the greatest 
tragic ironies of this era, the foundational borders of Western imperialism, that is the 
“biological boundaries dividing Anglo-Saxons or Teutons and the inferior races . . .? 
were strategically blurred when it served capitalist interests.'° That is to say, the 
various taxonomies of global imperialism that brought new weight to racial and ethnic 
difference—modern objectifications that proved destructive inside the Ottoman 
Empire—did not appear entirely applicable to many Ottoman refugees settling in other 
imperial contexts. 

Accepting this paradox means writing about juxtapositions rather than providing 
comparisons of types of settlement, colonization, or modernization. The examples 
provided below, therefore, are not meant to elucidate similarities with patterns other 
scholars have identified in Irish, Tamil, or Cantonese “equivalents.” Ottoman voyagers 
to new worlds proved distinct, both from other migrant groups, and from each other. 
In many ways, the only approach for us today to tell such different, un-generalizable, 
individual migration and integration stories is to abandon entirely the lexicon in active 
use to study events inside the Ottoman Empire, and perhaps even migration history 
more generally. In its place must be the acceptance that there were a multiplicity of 
different roles, for different peoples in different settings, that require case-specific 
explanations. Here the cases revolve around the relative power afforded to “settlers” 
vis-a-vis the indigenous “lesser races.” In such a calculus, Ottoman refugees often 
became one of the ugly tools of empire rather than one of its victims. 


The power quotient 


As seen earlier, from roughly the period of 1830 to World War I, global finance 
capitalism rapidly transformed previous mercantilist socioeconomic orders. Connected 
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to these changes was the imposition of new institutional, ideological, and military 
agendas suited to accommodate a dramatic shift in what I call the balance-of-violence 
in the world. Well until the 1850s, for example, there remained a limit to the scale 
and intensity of violence that colonial/imperial enterprises could use.'’ Indeed, certain 
material constraints on Euro-American powers left the regions between the “colonist” 
and the “colonized” much closer to parity (especially if the “colony” was found on the 
other side of the world). In this respect, the notion of “Gunboat diplomacy” and a 
superior Euro-American technological violence risks mischaracterizing the political 
niceties of empire prior to 1850. 

In Southeast Asia, before this suggested shift in power through violence, Euro- 
American companies traded with local intermediaries whose own political skills assured 
that the desired products for global markets made it to port.’* The same held true for 
Eastern Africa, and the Persian Gulf, where trade agreements were signed between 
Omani Sultans, sovereigns of Ras al-Khaymah, and foreign companies well into the 
1850s on terms that were equally beneficial.!? In both cases, Euro-American trading 
companies just did not have the resources to monopolize the economic productivity 
of these highly valued sources of spices, minerals, and high-end finished products. In 
other words, without the “monopoly on violence” linked to the crucial shift in state/ 
society relations transforming Europe only in the first part of the nineteenth century, 
the great European trading companies were compelled to engage commercial partners, 
not subordinate subjects.” 

Things began to change, however, with the rise of modern finance capitalism 
developed by a small cartel of family-run banks. By the early 1840s, with heavy 
backing from these major European banks, trading companies like the British East 
India Company (EIC), the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC) or Dutch East 
India Company (or their Saxon, Genovese, and American rivals) had become major 
conglomerates.”’ Being able to generate huge sums of money by way of new kinds 
of financial instruments—bond issues and shares on London, Paris, and Amsterdam 
stock markets—gave these companies considerable advantages over their hitherto 
equal trading partners in Asia, the Ottoman Empire, and Africa.” Not only could 
these companies invest in better ships and more talented accountants, but they also 
cornered regional economies by way of controlling supply chains.” In time, they began 
to invest in political intrigues in their most coveted regions. In many cases, the aim 
was to create even greater advantages over rivals by leveraging others’ political stability 
with improved trade conditions for a select group of local partners.” 

There was, however, a ceiling on how high these financial “innovations” could raise 
profits. New cartels in the Euro-American world still had to deal with independent 
sovereigns who remained their suppliers of the most coveted raw materials and cash 
crops feeding “market” demand.” It is at this point that these companies’ investments 
in capturing the parliamentary regimes back in Europe and the Americas began to pay 
dividends. Through corruption and growing state/company synergies requisite for a 
new stage of financial imperialism, these companies started to co-opt the vast revenues 
of Euro-American states by way of buying the legislative and executive wings of their 
host governments. Crucially, it became a part of normal political life that the men who 
would allocate state funds to do the bloody task of violently subjugating indigenous 
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peoples on behalf of these cartels were also to become share-holders of the companies 
involved.”* This crucial web of “conflicted” interests completely transformed the 
balance of power in the world as company and bank interests began to serve the state 
and vice-versa. 

Subsequent state-funded military expeditions—for crown and country the landless 
Welsh and Scottish troops purportedly screamed—did much of the dirty work for 
those powerful “stakeholders” concerned with their investments in far off Punjab and 
Southern Africa.” It is at this critical intersection of the state and financial capital that 
the kind of imaginary “world” dominated by “civilization” could become a reality as 
well.** What had formerly been just hyperbole about the “White Man’s Burden” and 
the evangelical quest to give native “savages” their gift of Christianity (and small pox) 
became the blueprints for domination over the next century.” 

While the lurid stories of how modern capitalist imperialism mobilized financial, 
technological, and human resources to conquer the world are well documented, 
the task of this present overview is to situate this capitalist violence with the arrival 
of Ottoman refugees in many of these zones of exploitation. Where much of this 
exploitation took place, one could often find one of two kinds of Ottoman refugee. 
What characteristics they share—such as their likely involuntary need to leave their 
homelands—were crucially mediated by the very different roles they would play in 
the larger world, which included mutually profitable relationships with the forces of 
capital. To support my suggestion that these small groups of Ottomans actually helped 
the utter destruction of all resistance to Euro-American capitalism, I proceed to look at 
distinctive parts of the world in which these two types of Ottoman operative serviced 
capitalism's not entirely inevitable march to global domination. 

Using the South China Sea region as our primary area of focus, it is important to 
stress how rapidly relations between peoples once cooperating in mutually beneficial 
trade agreements broke down by the 1850s. This vast region (see Map 4.1) linking 
Southeast China with the Philippine islands, Borneo, Celebes, and further afield 
the Malay Peninsula, was culturally heterogeneous, consisting of a multiplicity of 
competing Muslim mini-states. The manner in which all these sovereignties presided 
over a precarious, and constantly challenged wealth-extraction economy, necessitated 
the use of alliances between not only “rulers” but laborers as well.*° 

Michael Adas has described these pre-European South China Sea polities as 
“contest states” in which the temporary ruler was restricted by rival elite powers that 
were in turn constrained by forms of peasant resistance.*! The power dynamics of 
Southeast Asia, in other words, was a highly mediated arena where peasants could 
“take to the hills” if relations with coastal-based trading interests did not properly 
address their ever-changing needs.” In these pre-European years (and not much 
changed with the arrival of finance capitalism's first wave of agents in the 1850s) the 
retention of manpower was crucial for any regional ruler. Correspondingly, peasants 
retained considerable leverage by way of their ability to threaten these lucrative trade 
relations. Put differently, without the coercive power to enforce an exploitative order, 
these pre-European patron-client relationships moderated the exactions of the ruling 
class, forcing ruler and ruled, employer and employee, to constantly renegotiate their 
terms of exchange. 
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Map 4.1 South China Sea 1899. 


Criminalizing indigenous trade 


James Warren has usefully termed the crucial channels that linked the disparate 
trading polities found on Mindanao, Borneo, Celebes, and Basilan the “Sulu Zone.” It 
was in this polyglot, pluralistic space where Taosug, Iranun, and Samal communities 
constantly adapted to the changing contours of regional events. Much as noted with 
the so-called “Swahili” zones in East Africa,** these Sulu Muslim polities adapted 
to the new dynamics introduced with the arrival of competing European capitalist 
interests. Recall that European expansion in these areas enjoying a balance of violence 
focused first on getting “a foot in the door” of regional economies by signing trade 
agreements with indigenous Sultans on the major islands. Part of the attraction of 
these mercantile emirates of course was the fact they were relatively wealthy.** As 
they controlled successful trading hubs, the European companies eagerly competed 
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against each other for the privilege to share the wealth with those willing indigenous 
rulers.*° 

In time, however, new opportunities would present themselves for some agents 
of Euro-American finance capital to actually undermine the negotiating power of 
these indigenous polities. Throughout South Asia, the Arabian Peninsula, and 
Eastern Africa, a coalition of Euro-American interests began a process—in retrospect 
suspiciously coordinated—that undermined the very structures of commerce upon 
which these wealthy societies functioned.** Apparently Euro-American forces targeted 
first and foremost the ability of these polities to continue to deliver the necessary 
manpower to meet a growing “market” demand for their harvested products. 

In the South China Sea, labor-intensive plantation operations existed throughout 
the larger islands.*” Beyond the plantations, interconnecting communities serviced by 
highly mobile and politically organized peasants provided more than just the tobacco, 
coconuts, and rice in high demand in the wider, regional markets. Forest products 
such as rattan and birds’ nests, highly valued in China, were harvested in ways that 
successfully fused commercial hubs and their Muslim leaders with indigenous labor 
partners. Problems arose, however, when demand for these highly valued products 
outstripped labor supply. 

Periodic shifts in labor demand created a new market niche for the “Sulu Zone” 
which indigenous entrepreneurs began to address. By accelerating and expanding 
“traditional” practices of “raiding” coastal communities in Spanish-held territories 
in present-day Philippines, a possible solution to the manpower shortages in the 
larger South China Sea world was at hand.** The problem was that a number of Euro- 
American companies also had access to a large pool of human beings—primarily from 
Burma, China, Bengal, and southern India—to send to these regions as laborers.” As 
such, rising Euro-American interests saw such indigenous sources of labor a threat to 
their long-term aims of monopolizing all aspects of regional trade. In order to assure 
full-spectrum domination, the coastal raids by Taosug Muslim communities to capture 
new slave laborers would have to be suppressed. 

Along with suppressing, or rechanneling, supply chains for both goods and labor, 
over the middle decades of the nineteenth century a coordinated effort was also put 
into suppressing the transportation capacities of powerful indigenous communities. 
As with labor in particular, dominating the distribution of goods was crucial to long- 
term Euro-American hegemonic goals. The armada of local vessels in operation in the 
South China Sea region, providing transport and thus revenue for their owners—some 
being both very wealthy and direct rivals to the Euro-American shipping companies 
seeking to enter into the local market—constituted a well-oiled regional economy 
that wove together tightly indigenous trading partnerships. These alliances, forged 
through marriage and, as in the case of Arab Hadhrami families, extending throughout 
the Indian Ocean, proved the most difficult challenge to the ambitions of European 
capitalists. Moreover, the autonomous nature of these operations meant most of these 
communities could still, independent of Euro-American partnerships, function and 
produce profits. Again, this system needed breaking apart. 

In both cases—the monopolizing of labor supplies and dominating the distribution 
of goods—European agents of capitalism began to impose standards of exchange and 


98 Ottoman Refugees, 1878-1939 


eventually dictate what were permissible forms of commercial practice. Those not 
fitting these criteria were criminalized. By way of first insisting “laws” of trade be 
standardized, and then enforcing them in their own port courts—by the 1860s courts 
would be set up in Aden, Batavia, Bombay, Hong Kong, and later Singapore—European 
“gunboat” tactics imposed, through want of any possible military challenge, an order of 
commerce that would quickly give their ships (and companies) a virtual stranglehold 
on regional economies. Coupled with the eventual monopoly on money supply, by the 
1880s the peoples of the South China Sea would witness the full-spectrum domination 
of their worlds by a cartel of Euro-American companies. 

Crucially, it is with the formal “criminalization” of indigenous patterns of first labor 
recruitment/supply (strategically labeled “slavery” in Euro-American quarters) and 
second, local forms of transportation (called “piracy” or smuggling) that the initial 
steps toward this hegemony were taken.“' The campaign in East Africa against “slavery” 
is now well-documented and enough healthy cynicism about the real objectives of the 
abolitionist movement surrounding it has penetrated the scholarship to not have to 
deal with the larger ideological context here.” What is useful is to quickly link this 
better-known campaign in the western Indian Ocean with the events taking place 
around the same time in the Sulu zone.® 

The parallels cannot be ignored. The way mainly British justifications for 
confiscating indigenous (“Arab”) owned dhows sailing traditional routes along the 
western Indian Ocean mirrors those efforts in Southeast Asia to undermine Sulu 
and Chinese transport is suggestive of a global push for this full-spectrum economic 
domination.“ By linking, in particular, antislavery operations in Southeast Asia and the 
western Indian Ocean with the clear efforts at controlling the production, harvesting, 
and supply networks of both regions’ most valued products, including human labor, 
we can begin to see the larger context in which some Ottoman refugees found their 
unique place as collaborators in this plunder.* Therefore, we first lay out the classic 
story of the oft-cited “antislavery” campaign in the western Indian Ocean region with 
the possible role of Ottoman migrants in its elaboration. 


Plundering Swahili’s future 


In East Africa at the time, profiting from trade in gold, cheap labor, or ivory was 
dependent on being able to accommodate the Euro-American agenda. European and 
American ships would soon monopolize the open seas by way of its imposition of a 
regime of antislavery that systematically targeted the transport assets of these hitherto 
dominant trading operations.*° Ultimately the networks that linked the outside world 
to the Omani Sultan based in Zanzibar, and to many Muslim hinterland polities like 
Bagamoyo, Tabora, Ujijion Lake Tanganyika, and into the Manyema to the West, at least 
up to the Lualaba River (see Map 4.2), would be captured by European companies.”” To 
accomplish this, European ships targeted locally owned dhows, and more specifically 
the profitability of their use for regional traders, thus disrupting the entire circuit of 
trade, leading ultimately to the subordination of the still independent polities of the 
“Swahili” coast to the political needs of European financial powers.** 
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The Euro-American financial order ultimately succeeded in dominating the region 
by declaring that indigenous forms of labor were akin to “slavery” and thus warranted, 
on “moral” and “civilization” grounds, suppression.” On the back of the subsequent 
antislavery campaigns, British ships in particular claimed the right to police the coasts 
of East Africa.*° The first of these slave-trade suppression campaigns began in the 
late 1860s and were conducted exclusively by the Royal Navy. Soon, however, these 
operations were outsourced to individual captain and crews who profited handsomely. 
The further incentivizing of those joining “the fight against slavery” by paying rewards 
for capture turned the “duty” of slavery suppression into a profitable industry of its 
own. 

This virtual industry quickly became known among those reporting on events 
from Zanzibar as a “racket,” corrupted by the “rewards” offered by institutions raising 
money from worried white Christians back in Europe to ships that produced “freed” 
slaves.*' While there were cash inducements for crews, the real allure to ships/crews- 
for-hire was the considerable financial rewards linked to the plundering and burning 
of local boats. 

This form of legitimized piracy speaks of an enduring criminal rationale embedded 
in the practices of some Euro-American capitalists. The details of such a campaign 
merits discussion as there were mechanisms put in place that would prove to be the 
working model for similar operations to destroy local businesses throughout the world 
for much of the next century. More pertinent to the topic of this book, these aggressive 
attempts to monopolize all trade in the region directly affected the way Ottoman 
subjects and those who traded directly with Ottoman communities throughout the 
Red Sea and Persian Gulf would continue with their livelihoods moving forward. 
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Remarkably, in yet one more economic concession to the “greater power’—the 
British Crown at this point of the campaign attempted to suppress Indian Ocean 
commerce not under the direct jurisdiction of Bombay—the Ottoman Sultan, actually 
agreed in December 1889 to enforce a proposed ban on the trafficking of arms and 
“negros” in all its territories that had long benefited from trade with East Africa.** Not 
only were Ottoman subjects and indigenous regional traders immediately affected, 
but Italian and French traders in the Red Sea and Gulf were duly hurt as well. Not 
surprisingly, all those directly affected by the British decree that it was “illegal” to 
transport “negros” and arms between the African continent and the Ottoman realm 
responded by beginning even more lucrative “smuggling” operations that would have 
long-term political consequences in the entire region.” 

In the meantime, among those watching the rapid destruction of local commercial 
families, there was plenty of open disgust with the British—Protestant—campaign, 
which possessed an air of hypocrisy considering the amount of “prison” labor being 
introduced to these same labor markets from British-company-owned operations in 
Assam and Burma. In this regard, those in the diplomatic community in Zanzibar not 
profiting from the plunder of East Africa's once great trading communities joined the 
indigenous outcry and condemned the “sham” that was the antislavery campaign. And 
yet, the end result was still the destruction of local traders.™ 

In the wake of such disruption of regional trade, arbitration courts were set up, to 
an extent as a response to complaints coming from well-connected traders throughout 
the Indian Ocean who saw their products looted during these raids.* These courts 
did not protect indigenous property, however. The practical utility of these courts was 
not to address the concerns of indigenous merchants but to give the whole process a 
necessary veneer of legitimacy and legality.°° Again, the facade of procedure fooled no 
one. We know from reports written by uncomfortable diplomats that they disproved 
of the spectacle of so many sailors helping themselves to whatever they could find on 
“native” crafts while in the open seas.*” 

The crucial lesson to draw from this episode was the neat fusing of “universal” 
values being selectively applied with the commodification of the actual enforcement 
of cynical laws that assured British (and later, collective European) plunder of other 
peoples’ wealth.** As an incentive for Euro-American ships to upset local trade, 
for instance, the cargoes of Arab dhows deemed to be smuggling “slaves” could be 
confiscated by any vessel flying the colors of a signatory to the Brussels Convention Act 
of 1890. This formalization of European-sanctioned piracy—one that would assure 
the “spoils” were better distributed among signatory interests—practically destroyed 
local shipping from Mozambique to Sudan to Baluchistan. 

The consequence of this reduction of indigenous companies to modest, local 
fishing operations and passenger ferries was that European steamers gained exclusive 
reach of the high seas. As a result they could monopolize a key component of the 
ivory trade that opened the doors for establishing trading outposts in the hinterland. 
This quickly challenged those Arab trading centers until then still dominating the 
trade with Central Africa. In turn, with a growing claim to lands along the coast 
and immediate hinterland, European companies introduced a new labor regime that 
reordered peoples into “tribal” enclaves and introduced “coolie” laborers drawn from 
prisons in India and Burma.*! 
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Again, the consequences for local communities were severe. Without the foundations 
of a wealth-producing mechanism, the Omani political classes long ruling over these 
areas were subordinated to being mere window dressing, posing as Oriental “chiefs” 
willing to sign treaties put before them in order to legitimize the de facto annexation 
of “Africa” by the signatory powers at the Berlin Congress of 1885.° Half a world away, 
at about the same time, Southeast Asia also would succumb to these same kinds of 
tactics. 


The sun never sets on plunder: South China Sea 


The long existing links in the larger South China Sea between the Muslim Emirates of 
Borneo, Mindanao, and Sulu became by the 1820s a thriving trade network. As more 
and more profits were drawn from the network, and trickling further and further afield, 
growing market demands put pressures on local suppliers to accelerate the harvesting 
of bird’s nests and other forest products. This created an unprecedented demand for 
labor. Unable to tap any further into local sources, coastal Sultanates reached out to 
the Taosug or Balangingi “slave raiders” to fill the supply gap. While not entirely new, 
the subsequent rise in prominence of these “boat peoples” role in supplying labor at 
this juncture is crucial.“ The exploding regional economy made the Balangingi Sulu 
mariners vital suppliers of labor; and in this role they would eventually clash directly 
with the growing number of European ships drawn to the region by the very same 
economic opportunity.® 

It may be worth noting that sea cucumbers, shark fins, pearls, and bird’s nests were 
not highly valued in European or American markets. What drove their “value” to such 
an extent that regional rulers needed more laborers was that such “exotic” products 
could be exchanged for Chinese tea. The “strategic” value of cornering the supply of 
these indigenous products in Southeast Asia (and East Africa) could be equated to 
controlling the traffic of uranium, or “rare earths” today. The demand for a steady 
supply of certain local commodities in return for Chinese tea thus, more than anything 
else, affected the allocation and control of labor and the demand for fresh captives 
throughout the Sulu Zone.® 

Tea was more than simply the crucial commodity in the development of trade 
between China and the tea-consuming world. As we learned from the Opium Wars and 
the “industrial spying” of Robert Fortune in the 1840s, the very heart of power politics 
coalesced around tea.*’ Reminiscent of the political economy of oil in the twentieth 
century, the intrigues between formal sovereigns and intermediaries over access to 
marketable supplies of tea contributed to a transformation of how the entire region’s 
commercial, political, and social infrastructure developed over the next century. 
Even when attempts at capturing these lucrative trade networks failed, as when the 
Spanish first attempted to forcefully suppress the raiding that was largely taking place 
in their administered coastal areas of Mindanao, such efforts nevertheless set off chain 
reactions that had far-reaching implications for global trade and the eventual rise of 
Euro-American hegemony. 

Over time, the Spanish, Dutch, French, and British operatives shifted from “stick” 
to “carrot” in these areas. The different coercive tactics used depended on the extent to 
which the Sultanates who could have been clients increasingly got in the way of larger 
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ambitions. It is at this crucial set of intersecting forces that Ottoman subjects would be 
dragged into the fray. 

As in East Africa, the competition eventually took the strategic turn by which 
liberal morality became one of many tactics used to undercut indigenous networks. 
Indeed, dozens of missionary operations began to intensively work in just these 
contested areas of commerce and power. What proved more difficult in the Sulu Zone 
was actually gaining any rhetorical hold on the so-called slaver Arabs. Trading in the 
South China Sea was not fixed geographically and was highly determined by seasonal 
shifts in weather patterns and the relative stability of the ruler’s relationship with his 
hired workers. Because of these factors, it was impossible to categorically pin down the 
targeted enemy. The indigenous Taosug peoples were as much a product of the seasons 
as was the availability of birds’ nests and fish. They were highly mobile and continued 
to travel far and wide to find new captives for the region’s demand in seasonal labor. In 
this context, European interests found it virtually impossible to prosecute a campaign 
of suppression—be it by sequestering ships and cargo or via the missionary—as 
witnessed in East Africa. 

This realization not only changed the policies of Spanish officials in Manila, but 
crystallized the political relevance of Jolo, the capital of the Sulu Sultanate. For one, it 
became a new trading entrepot, a focal point for the marketing of slaves that attracted 
a veritable navy of freelance “pirates” who actually expanded their operations to 
include the western coast of Celebes, North Borneo, and all of western and southern 
Mindanao.” These routes of both raiding and escape from the slow Spanish steamers 
patrolling the area led to trade patterns integrating in different ways, at different times. 
Driving this were the flexible raiding strategies and the relative value of captured labor. 
In other words, new social forces generated within the Sulu Sultanate by the booming 
trade with China and the rise of a multitude of possible partnerships with the flood of 
Euro-American ships coming through, actually created a new kind of “native” of the 
seas. 

Long-distance slave raiding became a growth industry at the very time the Spanish, 
Dutch, and British were coordinating to eradicate it. However, the more the Spanish in 
particular invested in burning down coastal villages and besieging Jolo as punishment, 
the more raiding politics became the only way of life for tens of thousands of very 
capable, adaptive peoples.” The irony then is that the more Western civilization attacked 
“savage” peoples the results were not eradication or subordination of their “uncivilized” 
practices, but rather the self-initiated modification and often reinforcement of these 
practices. In time, the Spanish themselves realized that war with the indomitable Sulu 
only brought greater costs and disruption of trade. Their solution after ten years of 
initially trying to brutally destroy the peoples of the region was to turn them into their 
close trading partners.”! 

For their part, British authorities, often via allies such as the Sultans of Brunei 
and Sabah in North Borneo, also fluctuated between open hostility with the Sulu and 
playing factions off one another. As there was not much of a “central” state constituting 
the Sultanate of Sulu, but rather a dispersed collection of permanently mobile groups 
themselves comprised of autonomous communities, the politics of coercing or 
appointing “chiefs” practiced elsewhere proved impossible.” 
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The only means of pressuring such indigenous power brokers was to transform the 
labor supply chain in the region. As in Eastern Africa, most of the captive labor being 
rented out to plantations, work companies, or individual families were the victims 
of debt. It has been documented that Jolo inhabitants in particular were compelled 
to surrender for periods of time their individual freedoms to pay off political or 
commercial debts.’ In many ways this was no different from the forces that led to 
millions of Cantonese becoming part of the tsunami of bonded (contract/indentured) 
laborers flooding the world labor markets in the nineteenth century.” In order for 
agents of Euro-American finance to dominate this geographically dispersed arena, it 
was clear that company management of the region’s economic assets would have to be 
even less intrusive than would prove to be the case in East and South Africa, where a 
colonial government emerged. In the Sulu Zone and the larger region, empowered but 
dependent local intermediaries would be needed. These interminglings would include 
Ottoman refugees. 


Trade, power, and the Ottoman opium dynasties 


British East Asia 


Asa result of the First Opium War between Britain and China, lasting between 1839-42, 
compliant foreign traders started opening offices in Hong Kong. By 1841, the covalent 
British imperial/commercial operation occupied the island and not only continued to 
sell opium to China (usually through surrogates from either the Mughal, Persian, or 
Ottoman worlds) but also obtained extra-territorial rights in ports like Canton, Amoy, 
Foochow, Ningpo, and Shanghai.” In a shrewd move that secured its domination over 
those in face of demands from the liberal commercial elite in Europe to withdraw its 
monopoly license, the EIC imported Muslim Indians to monopolize the most lucrative 
markets that linked China's vast consumer base with Bengal and Bombay.”° 

Such linkages made the Malay Peninsula, by extension, strategically vital to the 
larger agenda in East Asia. As much as the Suez Canal would become the focus of 
rival empires after 1869, so too would Malay and the recently expanded trading posts 
of Singapore and North Borneo (Sabah state and Brunei).” Both outposts—gained by 
way of commercial treaties signed with marginal local “princes”—would begin to bear 
the weight of expanding capitalist imperialism for the next 50 years. As with Hong 
Kong and Canton, EIC (and later the North Borneo Chartered Company) strategies 
exploited local conditions, upsetting indigenous political relations by way of favoring 
one family over rivals with advantageous trading conditions. In time, what became 
known by 1867 as British Malaya was composed of three political entities under the 
direction of the British governor of the Straits Settlements. 

Initially, these territories consisted of three EIC outposts—Singapore, Penang, 
and Malacca. By the turn-of-the-century, with tactics previously used in South 
Asia, Southern Arabia, and the Persian Gulf, the joint company and British crown 
representatives were able to coerce the once independent Malay emirates of Perak, 
Negri Sembilan, Selangor, and Pahang to accept British “protection,” ultimately 
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resulting in the 1895 Federation. Crucially, the British operatives and their Dutch 
corporate counterparts may have used a set of constructed social hierarchies in Malay 
and the Indonesia islands to help reconstitute the region's ruling classes in such a way 
that their power and wealth relied entirely on the good will of the EIC and later British 
administrators.” 

In “native” policies replicated throughout the world, local “Arab” allies were 
deemed the most useful assets to help legitimize—give local cover to—these emerging 
exploitative relations. While a whole scholarly sub-field has emerged exploring how 
certain families came to be so prominent in Southeast Asia, it is often sidestepped 
that these families’ prominence was at the very least buttressed by a Euro-American 
endorsed version of indigenous social hierarchy. In this matrix, certain “Arab Shaykhs” 
of sada/sayyid (decedents of the Prophet Muhammad) heritage were conveniently 
elevated above their “native” subordinates to justify political partnerships that benefited 
European companies at local expense.” 

Such policies of creating “tribal” or “princely” hierarchies are now well known with 
respect to imperial strategies to co-opt certain local surrogates. Indeed, this policy of 
“indirect rule” was practiced throughout Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia.®° 
Part of its operating logic, as least in Southeast Asia, was one that permitted only those 
with proven genealogical links to Arabia, and specifically the Southern Arabian region 
of Hadhramawt, to secure a position within a “natural” political authority legitimized 
by treaty with British companies and crown.*' What is important for our purposes here 
is that these select few would then be allowed to flourish, translating a genealogical 
(thus ideological) legitimacy into the accumulation of property and wealth by allies to 
the British. When Singapore, for instance, grew into a major trading port, it was the ad 
hoc manner in which the colonial government applied its authority that assured certain 
groups of “locals” would gain the upper hand over other, perhaps less cooperative 
natives.” 

What allowed this process of selective empowerment of “native” collaborators to 
function was the nature of “thin” imperial power, based entirely on the arbitrariness 
of the application of law. Corporate, and later British state ordinances, acts, and 
precedents were never routinely enforced, but were rather used when necessary to help 
prop up and empower the right allies. As a result, members of an Indian Ocean trading 
network, consisting of some Yemeni Hadhramis, Ottoman Jews, Armenians, and 
Syrian Christians, often benefited from being the preferred surrogates for a sparsely 
populated “British” contingency in these Southeast Asian territories. 

The work of Michael Gilsenan has proven especially illuminating in that the British 
use of the power to issue laws, often ex post-facto, and then to electively enforce them, 
gave their surrogates considerable leverage over “natives” whose lands were deemed 
especially valuable.* In this respect, there were frequent examples of British courts 
allowing rather egregious land grabs by in particular Chinese and Hadhrami merchant 
families via the administration’s “right” to alienate property deemed either under 
misuse, or were “uninhabited” prior to their acquisition by the EIC.** This opened 
up minimally regulated spaces for the growth of “real property,’ which Hadhrami, 
Indian, Ottoman Jewish, Armenian, Syrian, and Chinese elite began to monopolize. 
In time, these holdings had the snowball effect of making the first favored families 
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even wealthier, and thus more powerful. Such a system presided over much of British- 
administered Malay, Singapore, Borneo, and along the Chinese port-cities, including 
Hong Kong. 

While it is Cantonese “pariah middlemen” who are best known to have opened 
access to certain trade possibilities, some Ottomans from Mesopotamia and Eastern 
Anatolia were also taking part. Especially valued for their links to lucrative markets 
on the fringes of the Ottoman Empire, Ottoman Jews and Armenians may have been 
the first native-born subjects to become directly involved, commercially at least, with 
the Indian Ocean region in this transitional period.* No doubt individual Ottoman 
Muslim subjects conducted trade throughout the centuries but it is a particularly 
visible group of Baghdadi Jews who make this story of the itinerate Ottoman most 
useful to my larger argument.*° 

The Treaty of Nanking signed by representatives of British capital and Qing China 
created coastal self-governing enclaves whose “Grey zones” were designed to allow 
various commercial interests to thrive under protection of the treaty. Some of the 
wealthiest entrepreneurs in this period ended up being Arabic-speakers, often referred 
to as Baghdadi Jews. The trajectory of these Baghdadi Jews is crucial to appreciating 
the importance European traders attributed to their networks. It was, after all, these 
Ottoman intermediaries’ who assured links were created and then maintained 
between their Middle Eastern homeland and India.*” These families, seemingly in 
partnership with London-based capitalist interests intermittently set up extensions of 
these networks to cover Singapore, Surabaya, Java, and Rangoon.** By the 1840s, this 
small group of Baghdadi Jews became deeply entrenched in the treaty-port system and 
created a major center of operations in Shanghai as well.” 

It is from this hub that one David Sassoon, a refugee from Ottoman-ruled Baghdad, 
began to compete with the Parsi and British-native opium suppliers. After being 
chased out of Baghdad in 1833 by the newly appointed governor—the Sassoon family 
was the banker of the previous top administrator recently deposed by reformers in 
Istanbul—Sassoon continued to use his connections with the Gulf and found refuge 
in neighboring India.” With some members of the family maintaining large farmlands 
back home, he was able, out of his Bombay hub, to corner the cotton market in Basra, 
where most of the new lands were being transferred into cotton fields, and Gujarat. 

The wealth accumulated from this early period allowed for the family’s company— 
David Sassoon & Sons—to initiate an expansionist period whereby a veritable Baghdadi 
Jewish commercial network spread throughout Eastern and Southeast Asia.”! In time, 
with this Ottoman Jewish network helping the family company expand trade links from 
Basra, through Persia to Gujarat and then to China—first by exporting Iraqi cotton 
increasingly being grown in reclaimed marsh lands, then opium—David Sassoon & 
Sons became the biggest “native” company in the region, with branches in East Asia 
and London.” 

These were very much Ottoman trade networks whose Mesopotamian territories 
remained the “homelands” of these increasingly powerful families. Partially accounting 
for their long-term success was the strategy to constantly draw new recruits from within 
these Ottoman communities in exile. In this way, families like the Sassoons could spread 
their trade beyond the British commercial empire to Dutch and later Italian circles 
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as well.*’ Crucially, it was long noted that these were Arab-Jews who almost “never 
employed Ashkenazi Jews.’ That these families in Hong Kong and Shanghai insisted 
on conducting their business in their native Arabic well into the twentieth century may 
account for the fact family-run commercial empires at the time necessarily fused tight 
patron-client relationships by keeping everything “within the community: 

These Ottoman-based kinship relations created economies of scale by the end of 
the 1860s that allowed the Sassoons to control 70 percent of the opium trade between 
India and China.” In time, the family firm helped establish a cartel to maintain prices 
of Persian and Indian opium in Shanghai markets (The Shanghai Opium Merchants’ 
Combine) helping other members of the Baghdadi Jewish community, especially Aaron 
Hardoon, to continue to sell the drug even after prohibition was declared in 1917.” 
Indeed, the scholarship places Hardoon at the head of these Ottoman-origin families, 
purportedly the wealthiest person east of Suez on account of cornering Shanghai's 
property market.** 

Ottoman Jewish families, along with Armenians with connections to the Sassoons, 
flourished in other parts of Southeast Asia as well. In Singapore a small group of 
Ottoman Jews and Armenians cornered both the opium business and the labor 
market. Impoverished laborers like coolies and pullers—often originally prisoners 
in Assam and Burma—were particularly valuable commodities for these families as 
cash-crop plantations boomed on the neighboring islands. The Elias family, for one, 
exploited links to these supplies of cheap coolie labor to become the “copra” king of 
North Sulawesi.” 

This wealth translated into growing influence within the major trading cities, 
especially Singapore. In contrast to the Dutch officials discussed below, British 
administrators figured they had a powerful tool in these families whose residence in 
Singapore could assure the maintenance of a growing commercial empire with minimal 
direct costs. The arrival of Ottoman-born Jewish families also helped British loyalists 
keep Muslim intermediaries on a tight leash. 

Thenew, ever-present desire oflocal “princes” tobeaccepted by British administrators 
gave these company men considerable leverage when it came to negotiating political 
loyalties. It appears that part of the dynamic at work in Singapore that kept local 
Muslim (Arab) partners pliant was a so-called Anglo-Mania, in which all things British 
carried considerable weight in local elite circles. The desire to assimilate into upscale 
white European circles in Malaysia and Singapore was such that any amount of money 
would be spent to secure entry into otherwise inaccessible racial enclaves. Perhaps the 
most notorious parvenu of his time in Singapore was Sayyid Muhammad bin Sayyid 
‘Umar al-Saqqaf (1889-1931), for a short time, the owner of the famous Raffles Hotel. 

Other families proved more cunning and less flamboyant. Accumulating wealth by 
way of large-scale land purchases, families like the Alkaf and the Alsagoff led a trend 
that resulted in a remarkable 25 percent of Singapore's real estate resting in a small 
group of Arab family hands.'” This wealth allowed “Arab” families to mingle within 
white European circles otherwise reserved for regional sovereigns. Such patterns of 
assimilation, although reserved for the very wealthy, did indicate power in Southeast 
Asia was obtainable to non-Europeans as a critical political tool. Indeed, the way such 
wealth translated to greater political leverage is best reflected in how many of these 


Transitional Migrants 107 


allies of the British administration in Singapore translated their status to growing 
influence in Dutch territories, from Celebes, as already mentioned in the case of the 
Elias family, to the political heart of the Dutch East Indies, Java. This rise of British- 
linked Arab traders resulted in a growing Anglo-phobia in Dutch circles; as Dutch 
merchants were losing out to traders based in Hong Kong and Singapore, including 
Arabs, a reordering of the racial frontiers was needed.” 

As more and more trade from Basra, Arabia, and Eastern Africa funneled to trade 
monopolies in Southeast Asia, the British envisioned supplanting all competing 
interests in the Middle East through the cultivation of this loyal band of local Hadhrami 
families. To this generation of British strategists, the fact an entire region was inhabited 
by Muslims played to their advantage, one which would be used to undermine Dutch 
(and Ottoman) authority with their respective Muslim subjects by way of presenting 
a commercial and, as we will see in the next chapter, spiritual alternative to these rival 
imperial regimes.’ 

Ironically, the early phase of this imperial rivalry plays itself out in neighboring 
Dutch Indonesia by way of Ottoman subjects who also thrived under Singapore's 
patronage. Several prominent Ottoman (and Julfan) Armenians had been able to 
expand their Singapore-based commercial operations to the islands east of Java, creating 
a monopoly in opium for the region.’ Two Armenians of particular note were Agah 
Catchatoor Galstaun, a major trader in Penang and Singapore, whose wealth made its 
way throughout the Indian Ocean; and George Manook who was actually the Dutch 
government's financier of choice in Java.“ 

While they did very well as individuals, other Ottoman Armenians, who had early 
on invested in transport in the Dutch territories, lost out to a slew of new protectionist 
Dutch monopoly laws. These measures meant to protect Dutch companies led to the 
departure from the region of the once formidable Armenian Apcar family (Apear & 
Co.).! In this context, Dutch colonial policies at one point induced a shift in domestic 
relations between those deemed “foreign” and “indigenous” Muslims; the notion that 
there remained those Vreemde Oosterlingen or foreign Orientals living amidst the 
Javanese—in other words, Cantonese, Hadhramis, various peoples from India and 
perhaps, depending on context, from Celebes, Borneo or Malay—took hold. This shift 
resulted in the invention of different bureaucratic categories to reflect the changing 
political configurations. With an evolving policy, all Muslims with a claim to Arab 
heritage became the targets of public attacks. Revealingly, this free-for-all corresponded 
with extra-legal attempts by some of the most corrupted Dutch officials to force these 
wealthy “Arabs” to sell their properties for cheap under threat of deportation, or 
possible confiscation of their property.’ 

This agenda had a subsequent impact on relations between Muslims, one that 
began to sharply divide indigenous versus “Arab” Muslims. This factor also played into 
the Ottoman story, as the growing sense of fragmentation demanded a new statement 
of cohesion among all Muslims as “divide and rule” tactics were bringing hitherto 
stable communities to the brink of civil war. The recognition among many community 
leaders in parts of the world where Muslims were “ruled” by Euro-Americans that 
they needed a contemporary doctrine of solidarity to thwart any further deterioration, 
proved ready-made for the Pan-Islamic overtures supplied by state-sponsored clerics 
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in the Ottoman domains. As we will explore in the next chapter, it appears that Istanbul 
would try to take advantage of precisely this tension. 

In this regard, the next chapter explores a new generation of ‘Alawi and Nakshabandi 
Sufi missionaries, mostly of Hadhrami origin, that were inserted into centuries-long 
networks of commerce and spirituality that linked the Indian Ocean with Southeast 
Asia. Crucially, however, this new generation was largely trained in a particularly 
Ottoman spiritual context, one which by the 1880s was infused in a rhetorical climate 
that was as aggressively “nationalistic” about a uniform Muslim cause under the 
umbrella of spiritual guidelines largely shaped by Ottoman state-funded centers of 
learning. It is suggested that these dozens of eventually very influential men with years 
of experience interacting in an Ottoman spiritual context, may have left an interesting 
imprint in Southeast Asia. 

All this is to say that it was indeed a contentious space in which the Hadhrami 
increasingly were made to feel as outsiders. In part, others saw the more successful 
Hadhrami trading/political families as irresponsibly sacrificing the interests of the 
larger community, if not the larger “Muslim” world, by playing the role of the region's 
principal commercial intermediary with the Dutch and the larger Indian Ocean 
world.’” The subsequent outburst of official Arabophobia concerned itself with the 
fear that Muslims could unite despite the racial, tribal, and legal differences highlighted 
in European ethnographies written in the period. Seeing an opportunity to more 
firmly dominate the commercial production of the Indonesia islands, the Dutch spent 
considerable resources implementing segregation policies devised by companies and 
their advisors.’ 

The “hybridity” noted in the larger Indian Ocean can service a reading of events ina 
way that complicates the “Hadhrami” experience.'” The idea of a sustained, distinctive 
Hadhrami-Arab identity surviving this period of European ascendency using racism is 
not only counterintuitive considering the political and economic dynamics at work in 
these regions, but the very different historical phases when people defined themselves 
in different ways, demands that we question conventional wisdom. By sticking to the 
label “Hadrami,’ my concern is scholars may forget that colonial politics of the period 
required they operated under the myth ofa finite ethnic association among “Hadrami.” 
Unfortunately, this did not necessarily represent a working doctrine of association and 
disassociation among local people themselves.'! We see this play out more clearly in 
the Philippines, first under Spanish and then American administration. 


Philippines 


Under very different circumstances, the Philippines also became a place for 
opportunistic colonization by people from the Ottoman Empire. The northern islands 
of what is today known as the Philippines had long undergone forms of exploitative 
farming by Spanish overlords. Often, the economic exploitation of the island peoples 
served as a pretext for equally violent campaigns by Catholic proselytizers. The 
traditionally Muslim areas in the southern region of the island chain, on the other 
hand, successfully resisted Spanish encroachments. However, as the entire South China 
Sea region became an arena for European (and merchant family) rivalries during the 
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second half of the nineteenth century, the Spanish governors in Manila aimed to protect 
their valuable assets by strategically expanding deep into the Muslim Sultanates of Sulu 
and autonomous regions in western Mindanao, and especially Magindanao (the areas 
around Cotabato).!" 

As part of this last gasp of Spanish imperialism in distant East Asia, administrators 
starting in the late 1860s tried to infiltrate beyond the few heavily guarded coastal 
outposts to establish working fortress colonies in the mineral rich highlands of 
Mindanao. Documents suggest that the authorities in Manila adopted a combination 
of tactics that ultimately hoped to pit local Muslim communities against each other 
with lucrative offers of trade concessions and the use of foreign colonists. While the 
majority of these foreign colonists taking the Spanish up on their offer were to come 
from China, what interests us here are the numbers of Ottoman Arabs who appear in 
the records from this period onwards. 

While it is still not clear who initiated the “open-door” policy, by 1881 there 
were hundreds of Ottoman subjects settled in Manila with an already established 
place in the local and larger regional economies. The “Ottomanos” or “Turcos” were 
seemingly coming from the Ottoman Empire itself, as well as other formerly refugee 
destinations.'’? By the end of the Spanish period in 1898 there were literally hundreds 
of Syrians, mostly Druze and Maronites, who resided throughout the Philippines. In 
the capital Manila, Syrians became well known both for their peddling businesses and 
trade in especially jewelry and watches.'!’ By the time of the collapse of Spanish rule, 
these growing colonies in Manila had become major players in the wholesale sectors 
and import/export trade. This activity was large enough to attract the attention of 
French officials who were seeking partnerships to expand their modest commercial 
footprint in the region.'“ 

It is still not clear how many links (if any at all) between these Syrians in the 
Philippines and French authorities were already established in the Levant. Recall 
that French merchants were actively interfering in the affairs of Ottoman Syria 
since the 1840s. French consuls throughout the world were encouraged to tap into 
the paternalistic feelings drawn from the “commitment” to especially Maronite well- 
being." As in other corners of the world, the official French consul in Manila reported 
of an abundance of Syrian traders residing in the city, with considerable trans-regional 
contacts that should be used to improve French commercial interests. 

While the French hoped to funnel Syrian business toward the modest French 
commercial community in Manila, there is evidence that the Spanish authorities offered 
considerable incentives for these same Ottoman Syrians to establish trading outposts 
in Muslim dominated Mindanao. These trading colonies eventually penetrated the 
entire island, even setting up supply stores along obscure river systems such as the 
Agusan.!"° It also appears that Spanish authorities looked toward Latin America to 
recruit “non-native” colonists to help subjugate the “Moros” of Mindanao. In the case of 
some Palestinian Ottomans like Gabriel Dabdub, who had initially migrated to México 
but then migrated again to Manila, the trip from Latin America was not so much an 
anomaly as a regular occurrence by 1881.!!” Other Ottoman Christians like Juan Awad 
also infiltrated Mindanao areas after being offered large land concessions. Awad, a 
native of western Syria took the land and invested in harvesting hemp and coconuts. 
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His particular enterprise was so successful that by 1885, this Maronite pioneer settler 
supposedly converted hundreds of locals to Christianity while becoming wealthy.'"* 

Such entrepreneurialism expanded throughout the 1890s, and to most corners 
of the Philippines. Just prior to the Spanish-American war, for instance, we learn 
that the Syrian merchants with stores in Manila were doing their greatest business 
supplying fellow Syrians/Arabs spread throughout the provinces. These small cartels 
of Ottoman Syrians—many who held Ottoman passports issued in Singapore—began 
to monopolize the retail trade in parts of the Bicol and Visayas islands as well as the 
major towns of the Spanish territory.” They were also fixtures in the weekly markets 
of most major trading posts.’”° 

This is a pattern of community building that is now well studied in the case of 
the Americas. In New York there were hundreds of Ottoman “immigrant” peddlers 
who attracted both scorn and admiration in early turn-of-the-century society.'”! More 
impressive still, in Buenos Aires, 53 percent of resident Ottomans were reportedly 
peddlers or small business owners.’” Further north, Ottomans made up 90 percent 
of the mascates (peddlers) in Sao Paulo.” These small businesses became the seeds 
for a surge in entrepreneurialism and eventually domination of certain sectors of 
early twentieth-century Latin American economies.’** What is now long forgotten is 
that part of the boom in these economies was the continued link to the homeland. 
Revisionist work on the Ottoman economy in the last half century demonstrates that 
in some sectors tied to the businesses the Ottoman diaspora operated in the Americas 
and East Asia, the imperial economy continuously outperforms its European rivals.'° 
The major commercial operations of the world appreciated this success and wanted to 
coax members of these networks (or those who could eventually tap into them) to help 
develop their respective overseas investments. 

In the Spanish Philippines, therefore, the authorities knew that these Ottoman 
migrants wouldnotjustbeselling trinkets. Onceestablished, many Ottomanimmigrants/ 
refugees became involved in tobacco and copra (dried coconut) cultivation, a set of 
investments in plantation style economies that would eventually attract American 
capitalists after 1898.’ Syrian manufacturers in the Philippines also cornered the 
regional embroidery market. Once the Americans occupied the Philippines, the 
Syrians gained direct access to US markets for its finished clothing. The ascendant 
Ottoman Syrian companies in Manila thus began to supply established Lebanese and 
Ottoman Jewish family-run businesses in the United States, an opportunity provided 
by Euro-American expansionism.'”” 


Conclusion 


As seen with the use of intermediaries throughout Southeast Asia by commercial 
interests and their colonial administrators, the organizing strategy of Euro-American 
Empire was at first to destabilize, and then co-opt indigenous stakeholders. Not only 
was it cost-efficient to appoint, in partnership, indigenous allies, but, increasingly 
these hierarchies produced new synergies for the larger imperial projects. The most 
striking example was the expanded trade networks someone like David Sassoon could 
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offer the British investors profiting from the company’s mastery of various lucrative 
markets. The Spanish too tapped into the flow of Ottoman refugees, some of whom 
actually first settled in México and the rest of the Americas. Using these mostly Syrian 
merchants, but also the occasional Rum Orthodox and even Albanian, to settle those 
areas ostensibly closed off to Spanish authorities, not only could Spain expand business 
between the islands within the Philippines, but it could also bring hope to the idea of 
eventually linking these southern regions to the rest of the archipelago. 

And yet, despite all the efforts at introducing Chinese “coolie” labor into Mindanao, 
and the dramatic rise in the migration of Ottoman Syrians throughout the islands, 
Spanish authorities seemed to never gain an upper hand. One of the persistent problems 
for Spanish authorities was that all their overtures to create more trade opportunities 
between their areas of control and the Muslim polities ultimately had little impact on 
trade patterns. They had little influence over the population which led to even more 
violence. 

One especially intriguing problem was the foreign Muslim missionary/traders 
reportedly migrating directly to Mindanao from foreign lands. As these “infiltrators” 
settled in strategic areas of the vast island, especially around Cotabato (Magindanao), 
an already autonomous Muslim polity simply seemed more impervious to subjugation. 
These “Arabs,” as Spanish records identified them, married locals and thus become 
full-fledged members of their adopted communities. Crucially, the strengthening of 
these communities with intimate links to non-native Muslim traders suggests a foreign 
element may have been part of this steady stream of counter-colonialism of Mindanao 
since the middle of the nineteenth century.'* Not able to stem the infiltration, the 
Spanish doubled their efforts to recruit Cantonese settlers to basically invade the 
Mindanao highlands in the hopes of changing the political dynamics of the region 
entirely. The subsequent outburst of violence actually signaled the introduction of 
an administrative “model” upon which the US Army, Mindanao, and the entire Sulu 
Zone’s next colonial masters, would try to expand. 

By the time the Americans drew the Philippines away from a defeated Spanish empire 
in 1898, the labor and political dynamics in the so-called southern islands demanded 
constant attention. Saddled by conflicting and contradictory stated agendas in the 
Philippines—a mandate for expanding empire and expanding civilization—the clashing 
constituencies, from missionaries, to industrialists and their managers, identified the 
Muslim regions as priority. These rough areas would require the kind of violent “white 
love” the native peoples of North America received over the course of the nineteenth 
century.'’” The parallels did not escape the invading Americans. In their early reports, 
the US Army, for instance, maintained that the Muslim peoples of the southern region, 
known as Moros since the Spanish era, were savages akin to Native Americans. 

While America’s arrival had accelerated the co-optation of some of the larger 
polities—the Sulu Sultanate, for example—the consequence was a free-for-all in much 
of Mindanao and adjoining areas. Faced with a multiplicity of organized armed groups 
constituted by independent polities scattered throughout “American” territories, 
the military men found themselves in a new frontier skirmish, this time on its far- 
eastern front. In 1901, the army commander of the southern islands submitted a 
report advocating a change in policy toward the Moros. In it, the racial shortcomings 
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of the Moros were neatly fused to the peculiar historical role played by the Army in 
the construction of American Indians as “savages.” Brigadier-General George Davis 
equated the “Mohammedan savages” he had to face in the mountains of Mindanao 
and throughout the Sulu Islands with “the Indian tribes on our western frontiers.” This 
correspondence neatly evoked for his audience back home what became an institutional 
memory of “marauding braves led by indomitable chiefs.”’*° 

By 1903, the logical linkages translated into strategies of applying the same kind of 
violence proven to have worked with North America’s “savages.” Fearful of continued 
uprisings, the Commission charged with administering the Philippines created the 
Moro province and delegated its administration to Major General Leonard Wood. 
Having begun his military career chasing Geronimo of the Bedonkohe Apache, 
General Wood quickly adopted similar methods of suppression in respect to local Moro 
resistance that, according to him and his superiors at the time, were the only means 
to deal with so-called savages.'*! With the assistance of other noted native-hunters like 
John J. Pershing and the Colorado Volunteer Infantry, the violence against Mindanao 
people took on a life of its own.’ The military history of the subsequent campaigns 
in the highlands of Mindanao and throughout the islands of Basilan and Jolo have 
been well researched. This research has been especially helpful in appreciating how the 
particularly notorious massacre at the Battle of Bud Dajo in 1906 made it difficult for 
promoters of American Empire to market a war for “civilization” to a country in the 
throes of economic crisis.!*° 

While this cannot be the place to pursue this aspect of the story too much further, 
what the Americans discovered was that their interactions with Muslims as subjects— 
and even more, as dangerous adversaries—left them at a loss as to how to deal with 
this new kind of difference. In what is beginning to emerge as an entire subfield in the 
study of American Empire, scholars like Robert Vitalis and Jonathan Schmitt are now 
revealing that a new form of social science—the rise of International Relations within 
the discipline of Political Science—would complement an already fertile industry of 
anthropology once used to “know” the peoples of North America.'*4 What is striking 
about American policies in these early years in Mindanao is the kind of resources they 
elected to harvest to deal with the Moro (Muslim) resistance that at once duplicated 
certain policies toward Native Americans—for instance signing a “treaty” with the 
“chief” of Sulu in return for peace—but then moved well beyond. The subsequent 
modification of previous methods entailed harnessing the “culture” of those resisting 
American civilization to pacify them. In some cases, this strategy of “Benevolent 
Assimilation” meant using Ottoman refugees as surrogates.'*° 

For one, the Americans would resort to a logic which imputed a particular knowledge 
of the “ways of the native” to those who shared these peoples’ faith, leading them to 
employ Ottoman refugees as intermediaries among the indigenous populations. This 
supposedly “natural” affinity between indigenous and Ottoman Muslims was even 
noted by US Army generals, in whose eyes, local “Mohammadians” were basically 
“Turks,” or sometimes, “Arabs.” In this regard, American officials resorted to tactics 
previously used by the Spanish. 

As did their predecessors, American authorities engaged the Sultanate of Sulu 
(recognized by the Americans as “sovereign” as their mission at that stage was framed 
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as a “mandate” to a still skeptical American public) through the use of external Ottoman 
surrogates. As the racial frontier between Anglo-Saxons and natives required careful 
management, an intermediary like the Ottoman Muslim could serve as the necessary 
filter. In other words, the ready-made tactic of the Spanish to encourage Ottoman 
“Turks” or “Arabs” to serve as the useful middleman seemed the most cost-efficient, 
and crucially for the next chapter, ethnographically “logical” solution to an otherwise 
intractable conflict.'%” 

As much as there was a violent hatred for all things “Moro” in the largely racist 
American administration, those officials sent to study the natives revealed another 
aspect of the colonial divide: a condescending fascination with the Moro occasionally 
grew to becomea begrudging admiration for an idealized object of scientific study.'** The 
critical actor in the scientific campaign to fight Moro resistance was David P. Barrows, 
a trained anthropologist who was given the responsibility to both study the peoples of 
the south and then devise a way to best manage them. Sent to the region during the 
middle of the brutal military subjugation of the resistance, Barrows expressed some 
melancholy about what he saw. He believed the taming of the peoples of Mindanao 
and larger Sulu was a kind of sad passing of a by-gone era. To this future President of 
the University of California, the destroyed Moro “pirate states” were the only native 
Filipino “political achievements of any consequence.’ As such, these peoples, while 
in need of the “benevolence” of the American Mandate, nevertheless deserved some 
dignity.’ One way to accomplish this was to invest some serious scholarly attention to 
their study, as if an archeological artifact. 

What is crucial here for the Ottoman connection is that Barrows sought to find 
a “scientific” way to avoid what he thought was becoming genocide akin to the 
destruction of so many of North America’s warrior peoples. His answer to this moral 
quandary was to study the Moros as Muslims and thus Orientals who did have claim 
to a once glorious civilization.'*° As such, these slightly more civilized people than 
the “pagans” Barrows had to deal with in the North of the Philippines, deserved 
a complimentary role to the larger American civilization project, one that would 
rely on future cooperative and productive partnership with the superior American 
rulers."! 

To assure this process would take the right path, in 1901 Barrows appointed an 
Ottoman American of Lebanese/Syrian heritage, Najeeb Saleeby, to the position of 
vice-president of the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes.’ Saleeby’s main task was to 
use his particular skillsets as an Arabic-speaking Arab (albeit Christian) to “study” 
these peoples. Expected to provide the kinds of insights presumably only a fellow 
“Oriental” could gain, Saleeby, a trained physician and not an ethnographer with local 
language skills, eagerly took up the project nevertheless. His resulting publications 
demonstrated an interest in the region’s considerable history. He accumulated Muslim 
manuscripts and, just as the British were doing with their useful intermediaries among 
the Hadhrami throughout the Indian Ocean world, started to lay out a genealogical 
schemata that could help American administrators identify Mindanao’s “royal” class. 
Moreover, having no knowledge of the local languages, Saleeby nevertheless claimed 
to have been able to translate the codes of laws used by the Magindanao and Sulu 
Sultanates from their family and community archives." 
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This use of Moro manuscripts armed Saleeby (and thus the American project as 
a whole) with a documentary, textual framework to present the Moros as a distinct, 
historically rooted, and thus, (semi) civilized people with whom the Americans could 
do future business.’ The utility of accessing (in every way mirroring the Orientalist 
experts servicing French, Italian, and British imperialism elsewhere) Moro laws 
through their own texts meant the Americans could find a starting point from which 
they could, if needed, begin to reconstitute “customary” authority in order to help 
pass over responsibilities of governance to these very peoples the American military 
Governor had just brutally suppressed. 

Crucially, Saleeby was not the only Arab of Ottoman descent to have worked on 
behalf of the American government in their quest to pacify the Muslim populations of 
what became the Southern Philippines. David Barrows also solicited assistance from 
Shaykh Mustafa Ahmad to fine tune a text book the chief educator in the Philippines 
hoped would be used in schools set-up in the Sulu region.’® It seems Ahmad had 
secured so much trust from Barrows and the American administration that he was 
charged with also finding a suitable Mufti, or supreme spiritual guide, to oversee the 
development of the Muslim community. To this end, Ahmad actually recruited Sayyid 
Muhammad b. Wajib al-Jilani from Istanbul, presumably under the advice of the 
Ottoman authorities at the time.'° 

This connection to Istanbul by way of religious institutions is remarkable 
considering just how “alien” this part of the world was to things Ottoman. And yet, 
that an Ottoman religious scholar is recruited to move to Mindanao on behalf of an 
American regime demonstrates an aspect of Ottoman foreign relations largely ignored 
in the now copious scholarship on “Pan-Islamism” and the “Politicization of Islam” in 
the Hamidian era. This one moment of collaboration between Istanbul, several Muslims 
and Christians of Ottoman origin, and the US Military Administration of the southern 
Philippines may warrant a new look at what were the actual issues facing the Ottoman 
state at this crucial period of transformation. As much as the scholarship posits that 
the Ottoman state was in the throes of “modernizing” its institutions, this process may 
have included more than expanding public education and road works. The Istanbul/ 
Ottoman migrant/US Military collaboration may suggest that the Ottoman state was 
seeking to harness the practice of faith to serve a foreign policy end.'” Here then, 
we can begin to think, in the next chapter, how itinerate Muslim subjects could have 
contributed to a new conception of a possible utilitarian use of Islam as a weapon of the 
imperial state in its campaign to become a global power. 


Missionaries at the Imperial Ideological Edge 


Introduction 


It is a methodological problem that scholarly convention remains hostile to the 
necessary deconstruction of “Western” assumptions about the way religion fits into 
Ottoman state policies towards the empire’s diverse subjects.’ The following lays out 
an at times counterintuitive polemic against those prevailing methods of writing 
Ottoman histories as an exclusively Muslim, Armenian, Albanian, Rum, or Slav 
Christian story. In the process, I hope to undermine the contradicting logics of how 
religion in general and Islam (and Muslims) more specifically is expected to perform 
as an historical causal “agent” during the tumultuous 1878-1939 period. To do this, I 
will try to complicate an already emotionally charged set of issues found in national 
historiographies while exploring events along the Indian Ocean fringe of the Ottoman 
Empire. In these Eastern African and Southern Arabian locales, it is possible to test 
how the categories conventional scholarship employs not only work to distinguish 
groups of people, but to deduce the groups’ motivations and loyalties. In addition 
to ultimately proving theoretically inadequate, these categories will also prove to be 
historically misleading. 

The main thrust of this chapter is to reaffirm that we do not gain anything from 
fixing human beings’ associations to a faith, or by extension, a presumed larger religious 
community—Muslim “umma,” Catholics, Jews—if such associations are assumed to 
explain relations towards one “minority” group or another. This corrective applies 
especially to the tendency to link peoples’ faith to the violence recorded throughout the 
territories of the late Ottoman Empire. Unfortunately, violence between communities 
in the Balkans or Anatolia, for instance, is often framed in terms of each adversary’s 
religious affiliation. In this respect, Ottoman history has always been framed in terms 
of its “Islamic” character. 

To many historians of the period, the very erection of schools, madrasas, mosques, 
and “religious” regulatory bodies by the 1850s was emblematic of a pro-active Ottoman 
state trying to harness, among other things, “Islam” for the very “modern” goal of 
linking group spirituality to expanding “state” interests. This, it is argued, was the 
Ottoman administration’s policy in times of violent turmoil when many peoples were 
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uprooted and on the move. The idea was that with the establishment of state-funded 
institutions such as schools and reliable religious centers, these otherwise dispersed 
and often desperate peoples could find sustenance and begin to resettle.’ 

But it has been argued elsewhere that such costly enterprises were ultimately steered 
toward select groups and/or regions whose access to the decision-makers translated 
into the flow of state funds. In other words, regardless of actual need, what in the 
end determined where certain resources were allocated was the strength of regional 
representation within the halls of power.’ The principle of course continues to apply 
today in modern “democratic” societies where state largess is often distributed to select 
constituencies due to their privileged access to decision-makers. 

We should, therefore, reconsider the manner by which “Islam” performs the 
imperial state project, both for “Christian” interests who are regularly identified as 
working through “Muslim” proxies to use as an imperial weapon against rivals, and 
the Ottoman state itself‘* Muslim attacks against Armenians or Greeks (as Christians), 
for example, may be read differently, with other possible social, political, or economic 
explanations for the violence thereby offering historians an alternative to the simplistic 
(often manipulative) explanation of events through a religious (or ethno-national) 
prism. 

In these matters of figuring out how power (and violence) is used, and in whose 
interests, it seems we may be better served by narrowing (by way of expanding) our 
focus beyond any one assumed explanatory category. Some scholars writing about 
Middle Eastern societies have already argued for such a different approach. I have in 
mind those who have moved beyond drawing conclusions about the relative extent to 
which one’s religious practices reflects a political orientation based solely on supposed 
“ethno-national” associations, doctrinal affiliation, or “tribal” linkages.> With this 
corrective scholarship serving as an inspiration, I make it my task here to render the 
linkage between religion and imperialism more complicated by inserting a new kind 
of refugee/migrant into the fray. 

By looking in particular at a multi-year, transregional campaign to convert large 
numbers of “native” East Africans to Islam using the talents of Ottoman-trained 
missionaries, I will begin to close this preliminary study of the refugee/migrant with 
yet more complications that are meant to induce further research and debate, rather 
than assert any incontrovertible alternative truth. I will ultimately conclude that there 
is no identifiable pattern to how different Muslims interact with the world. Drawn 
from examples of Sufi missionaries’ activities in East Africa, far from being a “policy,” 
we learn that the linking force drawing the Ottoman refugee to events elsewhere may 
be entirely out of any single state or religious institutional control.° 

Crucially, it is not challenged here that the factions within the Ottoman state at 
various times made formal gestures at streamlining the relationship between the 
bureaucratic elite and religious authorities in various Muslim (and Christian and 
Jewish) institutions. There were measures taken that aimed to address certain “imperial” 
concerns. In this regard, the “office” of the Shaykh iil-Islam and the Rum Patriarch, 
for instance, became increasingly important, at least at the formal level, as the greater 
influence of outside institutions began to cause communities to fray at the “sectarian” 
seam. Indeed, by the time of the Hamidian regime, these offices in particular took on 
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the appearances of being propped up by the Ottoman state in the hope of influencing 
certain social practices and the organization of communal life to assure loyalty and 
stability.’ 

But as we will see with the peculiar case of how factions within the Ottoman state, 
already in the 1860s, sought to create an administrative bridge to some of its hitherto 
disparate Sufi orders, the function of this bureaucratic move cannot be so “obvious.” 
Without a healthy distrust for what “Islam” as a category of analysis does for us, such 
“Muslim” institutions will almost “naturally” lead us to believe that the Ottoman state 
moved toward “state centralization” by the simple act of setting up, for instance, a 
Council of Sufi shaykhs. 

But as with the more complex story behind building schools in the Balkans and 
setting up armed militias in Kurdistan,* the erection of “religious” advisory bodies 
may be less the product of a drive at enhancing government power, a la Foucault, and 
more a reflection of a complicated set of networks increasingly seeking a partnership 
with the empire for purposes entirely specific to the “client.” These variables meant 
politics were at play, not edicts imposed from the Sultan cum Caliph. In other words, 
even the Hamidian regime, just like its diverse imperial rivals with their own supposed 
“Islam” policies, was as much negotiating with complex, ever-changing “Muslim” 
constituencies as dictating to subjects. 

This assertion will carry more weight after first demonstrating how scholars have 
over-interpreted the significance of the creation of several administrative bodies and 
then expanding on the suggestion that imperial policies vis-a-vis subjects, peoples, and 
the faithful are constantly mediated by very different contexts. In other words, there 
can be neither a uniform Islamist policy nor a singular “Muslim” agent of history. 


Meclis-i Mesayih 


Recent work on what is posited as Ottoman state attempts to centralize Sufi orders 
over the course of the Tanzimat and then Hamidian era has been welcome.’ Brian 
Silverstein in particular, has rearticulated the large body of work in Turkish on the 
subject to consider a new measure of central state power that aims to institutionalize 
certain religious practices with the assistance of a select group of Sufi shaykhs.'° Leaders 
of five Sufi orders operating in the Ottoman Empire appointed to form the Meclis-i 
Mesayih (the Council of Shaykhs), were ostensibly asked to help harness the social 
networks attached to their orders so that the Empire could rule more effectively. As the 
objective was purportedly the expansion of state power over previously autonomous 
Sufi tekkes (lodges) with large followings, this move appears at first to parallel those 
processes at play in Europe at large. Thanks to a tendentious reading of Foucault, for 
example, we are encouraged even to link Ottoman state sponsorship of “reform” to the 
extension of state power. Of course, this mobilization seems, on the surface, perfectly 
logical considering the fact that there existed a vast universe of autonomous Sufi 
tekkes—upwards of 8,000 in the Ottoman Balkans prior to 1912—that were nominally 
under some form of Ottoman administration. These lodges could have, in theory, 
aided in strengthening state power over its population. For this observation to have 
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any useful purpose, however, we must fully contextualize the various actors involved 
in this process. 

By all accounts, like-minded reformers within some Sufi orders had, by the early 
Tanzimat, found common purpose with government reformers. Seeing a general 
need to both develop their respective communities into becoming active agents in the 
changing world, coupled with a related need to exert greater authority over their vast 
networks of loosely connected “brotherhood lodges,’ shaykhs found enough incentive 
to embrace the Tanzimat and Young Ottoman secularists. In this respect, it may be worth 
reminding those familiar with the scholarship on liberal reform throughout Europe 
that Ottoman reformers themselves were not so quick to decry the Ottoman spiritual 
heritage as some would suggest. It is true that the most prolific of this generation of 
reformers looked down on some Sufi “folk” practices in unregulated, rural areas. But 
considering the wide range of spiritual interests so many of the Tanzimat-era thinkers 
demonstrated in their writings, and indeed their own patronage of Sufi orders in 
their home districts, the story of Ottoman state reform and “secularism” prior to the 
Hamidan era cannot be considered equivalent with the range of personal motivations 
among individual reformers. 

Charismatic Sufi shaykhs (who may have been entirely independent of any “central 
lodge” of any particular order) had a history of leading their often isolated rural 
communities into confrontation with neighbors and the state. The relative autonomy 
of these often mobile spiritual guides increasingly became the issue of political order 
rather than the religious orthodoxy of their messages. In this regard, community 
spiritual leaders often played independent roles in times of crisis, including those such 
as food shortages or the influx of refugees. Without a dominant state or an alternative 
source of legitimate leadership, it was often these spiritual guides who filled in the void. 
Often, the manner in which they did this was rallying local communities against the 
failing state or some other identifiable source of the community's collective pain. 

To scholars the seemingly requisite move by the modernizing state to create a new 
hierarchy of scholarly training in order to ensure that the “message” conformed with 
contemporary, established mainstream interests necessarily reflected a move to harness 
religion as an extension of government." We are told, for instance, that by 1836, “.. 
the Ottoman state’s policy toward the [Sufi] orders amounted . . . to so many efforts 
to bring them more fully under inspection and control as part of its [the Ottoman 
state’s] broader project . . ”!” Such attempts at incorporating Sufi orders thus reflected a 
greater project of Ottoman “governmentality,’ an “obvious” reference to forms of state 
centralization that historians have increasingly sought to apply to an Ottoman case 
as part of a larger “global phenomenon.’ The problem is this opportunistic fusion of 
observable institutional developments with useful interpretive models to understand 
the emergence of modern power misuses the affiliation of those participating in these 
projects while also ignoring the specific contexts discussed throughout this study. 

Contrary to the global-mechanistic model integral to the meta-narrative of 
modernity, the attempt to incorporate by way of committees the many disparate 
circles of autonomous authority (Sufi and otherwise) in the Ottoman territories had 
its origins first at the provincial level, and second, at least a decade earlier than the 
creation of the Meclis-i Mesayth. As was seen in the careers of the best of the Balkan- 
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based aydn governors and then reformers like Midhat Pasha, the precursors to central 
state projects directed from Istanbul were often developed by innovative provincial 
administrations. Their task was to better maintain relations with disparate community 
leaders from areas that were known for their rebelliousness. For example, an outburst 
of resistance to a series of new taxes on landowners in Northern Albania in the mid- 
1850s compelled the governor Menemenli Mustafa Pasha to focus less on collecting 
the egregious taxes and more on simply finding a means to communicate with often 
disparate (and even rival) rebellious landowning families. The governor’s solution was 
setting up a mutually useful cooperative council.’ 

Community leaders in the immediate area around the city of Shkodér who joined 
this committee, called the Committee of the Shkodér Mountains (CSHM), were given 
formal titles and salaries. In return, they were expected to reestablish and then preserve 
stability in areas previously only nominally under state control. Such overtures initiated 
a process of regional integration that would open the door for at least imagining a greater 
direct state role in the day-to-day operations of these previously isolated regions. This 
was not, however, a unilateral imposition of state power; but rather a locally negotiated 
détente through which very different interest groups could interact to respond to any 
number of contingent factors upsetting local stability. This “centralization” in other 
words was not a linear process leading to a greater state project, but a product of a 
multiplicity of interests informed by a changing local context in the 1850s. This is a 
crucial point to emphasize when we reconsider just what was at stake for an Ottoman 
state calling on various Sufi leaders to attend periodic meetings at some government 
building. 

In this light, it may be more useful to consider the underlying objective behind 
the creation of the Meclis-i Mesayth in the terms of the CSHM. Rather than being an 
instrument of government as the state seeks to control religious leaders, the rationale 
for such a council may have been to encourage disparate religious leaders to begin a 
dialogue with the state. Ifnothing else, a new kind of relationship arises when stipends 
and even a quasi-bureaucratic title is offered a Sufi shaykh. At its formal level, the 
assembly of shaykhs was “expected” to produce reports that would then be delivered 
to the empire’s Shaykh al-Islam.’ Considering that upwards of 35 central tekkes were 
incorporated into this body at the initial phase, the assembly did have a broad geographic 
representation. And yet, the decision (or resignation) to incorporate only members 
of five Sufi orders—Sadiye, Kadiriye, Sunbuliye, Halvetiye, and Naqshibandiye—is 
suggestive of the autonomy many of the empire's religious leaders maintained.’° 

For those mostly Istanbul shaykhs participating in the Council, there were clearly 
divergent interests at stake. We learn that after its creation in 1866, the Council 
immediately exhibited a formal disaggregation by way of issuing greater weight to some 
members over others. It is never explained how the configurations were negotiated 
(for it surely was a negotiated process) but from among the 35 tekkes (individual Sufi 
lodges drawn from one of the five represented “universal” orders) there was a further 
distinction between “official tekkes” (tekdya-y1 resmiye) and “private tekkes” (tekaya-y1 
hususiye). Having reached this division of authority, the Council then initiated the 
creation of a “central tekke” (merkez tekke) for each of these five orders, which were 
then expected to implement the Council orders and recommendations in the larger 
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world. It is not clear how this actually worked considering those tekkes left out of this 
inner circle were thought of as independent of any “central” organization. 

Crucial to a scholarship largely focused on tying Ottoman policies to a larger “Pan- 
Islamic” narrative, this recognized autonomy from the formally presumed “authority” 
of these “central tekkes” applied to, among others, those Nakshibendiye orders (sub- 
branches) that were linked to Central Asian or Indian lineages.” In other words, 
certain standards and doctrines, particular to each of these participating, individual 
lodges, (and not a centralized state-sanctioned, “official” theology) were the operative 
criteria for participation. There was no central operation to influence what was taught 
and what was said in the disparate Sufi tekkes in the larger world. In this respect, it is 
not clear how we should be talking about “Islam” and “Muslims,” even individual Sufi 
orders, in aggregations that imply general commonality. 

What was clearly not at play here was a global process of integration directed 
toward ideological or political control. Indeed, the Ottoman state and its small group 
of individual Sufi lodges did not even try to integrate Balkan, Central Asia, Indian, 
or Arab orders. Those participating in the Council were largely from Anatolia and 
Istanbul. In this regard, it is hard to see how such a Council actually would service a 
“regime” that was supposed to have “politicized” Islam in order to attain greater formal 
authority over first Ottoman society and then the global “umma?’ in general. 

It gets even more complicated once we cut through the rigid superstructure of 
“Islam” as our categorical filter to interpret policies and events. There was actually 
a multiplicity of associations and councils of advisors that the Ottoman state and 
even the Sultan's office engaged at various times. While the Council of five Sufi tekkes 
mentioned above was in existence, there was also another tier of associations with 
which the palace at least interacted, granting an equal, if not greater, deferential weight 
to other religious/Muslim leaders associated with different scholarly and ideological 
traditions. 

To this point, historians have argued that part of the Sultan’s “reactionary” 
disposition was due to his close affiliation with conservative Sufi orders. In possible 
contradiction to the Council, therefore, Abdilhamid II surrounded himself with 
shaykhs from the Shadhiliyya, Sanussiyya, and Rufaiye branch tekkes. Crucially, these 
men came from mostly North Africa or the larger Indian Ocean region—this time 
from outside the Ottoman realm altogether. Again missing from this closed circle were 
natives of the Balkans and Arab world. What then, was the function of the Meclis-i 
Mesayih in relation to the Sultan's inner-circle of advisees? To answer this, or rather to 
offer a working hypothesis, requires a layered understanding of individual loyalties and 
spiritual networks (and their links to lager family networks) and, most importantly, the 
abandonment of “Islam” as an organizing principle." 

The most provocative, intriguing intersections of Muslim activism at the time have 
only tenuous connections to anything formally attached to the Ottoman state. Rather, 
dispersed through many of the autonomously operating centers of learning within the 
Ottoman Empire's boundaries (and in Cairo, Morocco, Bukhara, Isfahan, and Delhi) 
there existed deeply entrenched ideological factions. Crucially, these factions’ loyalties 
were not to the Ottoman state (or the other imperial patron states) but to particular 
ideological/spiritual trends, often associated with a small circle of allied scholars who, 
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for our purposes here, emerged in a context where their disparate homelands around 
the world faced Euro-American violence. 

Below, we look at what I chose to characterize as itinerate spiritual rebels, who 
adopted controversial methods akin to missionaries, and demonstrated a broad range 
of intellectual and administrative capabilities. These missionary rebels of the Indian 
Ocean were all products of processes taking place outside the Ottoman Empire. And 
yet, their doctrines were formulated within its boundaries. In other words, the Ottoman 
Empire was a sanctuary for refugees of capitalist expansionism. Amid such upheaval, 
these refugees’ associations with particular Sufi orders in specific locales at certain 
times prove invaluable to our attempt to break free of the Orientalist epistemologies 
that still drive scholars to study “Islam” and “Muslims” as something objectively 
accessible. What is instead at work in the hushed halls of learning in Mecca or Istanbul 
and the steamy jungle enclaves of Sufi missions to convert “pagan” Africans, are 
distinct constituencies who, in many situations, act in reaction to specific processes in 
ways that only tangentially can take on the contours of normative (anti) imperialism. 
In other words, what is transpiring in the Indian Ocean’s western fringes from the 
1860s to 1900 is not a product of a state-run institutional network based on religion, 
but rather on a set of migratory contexts, in which events proceeded independently of 
any recognizable central body and category of analysis. 

The personalities involved in this story were animated by discriminating ideals that 
derived from both their particular theological context and their own migratory history. 
In fact, we cannot separate the two as we study the larger Indian Ocean context which 
relates to these migrants underlying concerns and, tangentially, the Ottoman Empire. 
As none of the crucial spiritual leaders discussed below were born in the Ottoman 
realm—they had all, however, ended up migrating there, as refugees or as students— 
the particular interest they have in engaging the larger dynamics of the world reflect 
as much their trans-regional orientations as any Ottoman state effort to harness the 
plethora of talents coming to its shores. This multi-tiered associational context thereby 
justifies another detailed investigation into what is going on in the “liminal” spaces of 
being Ottoman in a transitional world. As can be seen from an Ottoman representation 
of the continent, “Africa” hardly constituted a target for exploitation (see Map 5.1). Its 
territorial configuration remained ambiguous, contingent, and malleable. 


Forging trans-regional lines of resistance: 
Ottoman origin missionaries 


One crucial element that leaves an Ottoman coloration on the lives of peoples living 
far beyond the direct influence of the state was the diversity of the empire's religious/ 
spiritual/ideological associations. In particular, the nineteenth-century emergence 
of certain kinds of religious mobilization, in the form of long-established and 
recently reconstituted Sufi traditions—Qadiriyya and ‘Alawiyya—reveal a constantly 
modifying set of spaces that reflected the changing social and economic conditions. 
From the Comoro Islands to Mindanao and especially along the East African coast 
and hinterland, men who effectively became Sufi missionaries combined their families’ 
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Map 5.1 An Ottoman’s Africa. 


commercial interests with an ambition to expand very particular expressions of their 
faith. Again, these were not attempts at transmitting a universalist mission but direct 
responses to the specific conditions each faced in their transient worlds. Just what this 
all means to our larger discussion about the migratory experiences of a post-imperial 
world is best explained by situating these Sufi missionaries in a number of different 
contexts at once. 

First, the men who became the proselytizing force of one last wave of resistance to 
expanding Euro-American power were all children of either other scholars, repackaging 
their father’s already established mission to infiltrate new corners of the Indian Ocean 
worlds, or sons of wealth who had the material resources to migrate to the Ottoman 
Empire's great centers of learning and study under the era’s greatest thinkers. Such 
children of merchant families who maintained bases of operation in Indian Ocean 
towns like Lamu, Stonetown (Zanzibar), Shibam (South Yemen), Surabayya (Java) and 
Penang (Malay), helped cultivate the generation of activist scholars whose underlying 
sense of purpose to protect both business and spiritual roots was in part a reaction to 
changes caused by the rise of Euro-American imperialism.” Proselytizing in direct 
competition with Euro-American expansionist projects in East Africa from the 
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1870s to World War I, their dual roles as merchants and purveyors of revolutionary 
messages to their adopted constituencies set a standard of engagement that had long- 
term consequences for both (Muslim) intellectuals and the way in which “Islam” was 
instrumentalized by various administrations. Put into this context are the intensive 
debates over procedure, practice, and moral authority in the various scholarly forums 
established in the larger Ottoman Empire during this period. 

As we will see, the parameters of these debates were largely set in the context of 
engagements between various Sufi scholars and the personalities attached to the other 
dominant trend of “modernization” in the so-called Islamic world, the Salafists.”° This 
“Salafist” reformism, part of the nahda (“awakening”) movement emerging out of 
British-administered Cairo (this fact is crucial), has been the primary focus of scholars 
of “modern Islamic” thought. As a consequence, scholars have neglected to explore 
the iterations of dissent to this so-called paradigmatic shift.7! More importantly, it is 
the Sufi missionaries emerging out of Mecca and Istanbul that represent this challenge 
to an emerging network of scholars closely linked to British administrations in not 
only Egypt, but throughout India, and eventually East Africa and Southeast Asia.” 
Ultimately, this constituted a doctrinal clash that itself may have complicated the 
application of such “reformations” deemed to be the essential transition phase in 
“modern Islam? Significantly, what we may succeed in doing here by highlighting 
these tensions is drawing the process away from being entirely a product of “Western” 
influences and returning our focus on various local and regional contexts.” 

The events discussed below take place in a far richer ideological context than 
allowed in much of the literature fixed on neatly defined sectarian communities. As 
these Muslim missionaries often faced violent confrontations with Euro-American 
capitalism, their connections to the Ottoman world certainly expanded the terms of 
political debate at the empire’s center. Moreover, the dynamism of the entire period 
gains that much more complexity with these missionaries returning “home.” To help 
bring these local and regional dynamics into play, it may be helpful to tie all of this into 
how scholars of Jewish and Catholic transformations in the same period tried to make 
sense of the spiritual and political diversity.” Indeed, considering the manner in which 
some sources (and current historians) mobilize “Islam,” there may be some useful 
lessons to gain from comparing how Catholicism and Judaism became constructs of 
particular sets of conditions unique to the late nineteenth century.” 

The Sufi factions studied here may have constituted such an “international 
association” by way of being mentored by great men of the age, like Ahmed Dahlan 
or Fadl b. ‘Alawi b. Shal (Fadl Pasha). But for us to make this argument work, other 
factors producing a global context is necessary. The larger setting that may work to 
mirror to an extent Abigail Green’s “Jewish Internationalism” is located possibly in 
the manifestly commercial disruptions caused by the different kinds of productive 
exchanges between indigenous (Indian Ocean) communities and expansionist (but still 
not yet entirely dominant) Euro-American interests.” In other words, it is through the 
prevailing frustrations, fears, and anger instigated by otherwise disparate experiences 
of this confrontation with an increasingly generic “European devil,’ filtered through the 
teachings and speculations of two key scholars, that we see the contours of distinctive 
Sufi communities take form. 
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Again, it is the combination of very contextually specific intersections of scholarly 
networks, forged in the spirit of a response to the infringements on the dignity of the 
community from which each member comes—Penang, Comoros, Yemen, Oman, or 
Zanzibar—that makes their distinctive, momentary iteration of a missionary agenda 
worthy of studying. It is in specific responses to the larger dynamics of the world that 
we find the context for each (of many) “Muslim” constituencies taking shape. And 
it is this especially interesting set of different (sometimes, for important moments, 
intersecting) projects that actually contributed to the particular way in which global 
capitalism and its association with new forms of imperial states emerged. 

By looking at the particularly fluid Ottoman migrant/refugee context in which large 
numbers of peoples in Eastern and Central Africa convert to forms of Islam brought 
to them by these Indian Ocean (nominally Ottoman) Sufi shaykhs, I believe we can 
open up a new terrain to study the broader sensibilities we now import to people who 
are part of a “Muslim,” “Catholic,” or “Jewish” community. Again, these associations 
in the documentation must be understood as references constantly mediated by new 
mediums of communication—by the newspaper for sure, but also by the forceful 
content of individuals’ missionary message. This I would suggest warrants thinking 
about a distinctively new form of religious “internationalism” characterized by the 
emergence of a “sectarian politics” that the best scholars in the field have found within 
Ottoman Christian and Jewish “communities.””’ 


Ottoman internationalism 


To make these broader theoretical/methodological interventions I want to highlight the 
exploits of men who were involved in a quintessentially Indian Ocean story. As scholars 
with a deep training in several traditions, with the most prominent and common 
associations being the Qadiriyya and closely linked ‘Alawi traditions, they were able 
to create new, temporary networks that left their imprint on the transformations of 
modern capitalist empires.”* These were Sufis who believed that as much as Muslims 
engaged their faith in locales such as schools, mosques, and other institutions of state, 
the mechanical transmission of the wide range of uses of Islam diluted the spiritual, 
moral, and psychological importance of the message transmitted from guides to the 
larger public. 

In the context of the period, a small group of scholars based interestingly enough 
in Istanbul and Mecca/Medina, actually stressed the need to return to the spiritual 
inspiration of “experience” as constituted in specific contexts. Their agenda directly 
contradicted the goal of the centralization reforms supposedly mobilizing Sufi orders 
for a larger imperial project. Instead, these missionary Sufis believed that their spiritual 
function only attained meaning in those communities that were experiencing certain 
forms of stress throughout Asia and Africa because of Euro-American expansion. This 
emergence, then, of a truly nineteenth-century “internationalism,” in this instance 
of Qadiriyya and ‘Alawiyya spiritualism, can only be measured when we realize it 
corresponds (and reacts) to the predation of British merchants from the 1830s onwards 
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in locales throughout the Indian Ocean. In other words, we may best appreciate 
the depth of this Ottoman infused missionary spirit by considering the violence 
and oppression communities in the larger Indian Ocean experienced during Euro- 
American expansion. Put differently, the missionary activism monitored throughout 
emerged under a very specific context and cannot be considered part of a larger, global 
phenomenon. 

At best, this was an “international” dynamic specific to a very distinct Ottoman 
constituency. These Qadiriyya and ‘Alawiyya shaykhs interacted within the Ottoman 
Empire through the mediation of a set of institutions (and attached personalities) 
to whom they could gravitate. As a result, in the Ottoman context, these exiles 
from foreign Muslim lands could form a reconstituted community of refugees that 
responded to their plight by forging a kind of missionary project to challenge Euro- 
American ascendency. Crucially, this project, developed and even partially funded 
by the Ottoman state, did not necessarily resonate with other members of Ottoman 
society in the sense that it became part of domestic imperial debate. In this regard, 
for this particular set of constituencies (among so many others), it was neither a holy 
book, nor a myth of universal brotherhood, but a common dislocation that served as 
the crucible for forging a new kind of global Muslim community. 

Again, far from being the work of imperial bureaucracies and scheming operatives 
of a “global” force that remains stuck within categories like “Muslim,” “tribe,” or 
“nation,” the agents discussed below were individuals and the short-term communities 
they created by way of dialogue and missionary-style preaching intersected at crucial 
junctions of human migration, tragedy, and politicization to help create a new 
Muslim polity. I ultimately argue that this autonomous, independent intellectual 
class emerging out of a larger Ottoman context constitutes a vital force to resisting 
Euro-American imperialism and should be the starting point for reinvigorating 
our investigation into the range of spiritual possibilities available to people, even in 
seemingly desperate conditions leading indigenous peoples to convert to a “foreign” 
faith.” 


Ottoman internationalism in East Africa 


This then returns us to the issues of conversion and the ways in which we want the 
phenomenon to help us understand the transformations of the period. In Eastern 
Africa there took place a wave of conversions in the 1870s that completely transformed 
the political structure of the so-called “Swahili” society. While European Protestant 
missionaries usually receive the attention when this wave of conversion is studied, it 
was the numerically far more successful missionary projects led by a group of Sufis 
who had the greatest historical impact.” Recently trained in the Ottoman Empire, 
these Qadiriyya and ‘Alawiyya shaykhs, most of Indian Ocean, Hadhrami origin, not 
only transformed the “demographics” of the hinterland of the largely Swahili coastal 
zones, but most likely also compelled the early European commercial operations to 
adopt very different strategies as they sought to expand their businesses beyond the 
ports.*! 
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Behind this explosion of conversion “to Islam” was the rapid growth of Qadiriyya 
missionaries flocking to those regions extending beyond the coastal towns long 
established to service the larger Indian Ocean economy.*” What these Baarabu (“Arabs”) 
or waungwana (“Muslim lower class/non-Arab”) ventured to do as they joined the 
caravan parties pushing deeper and deeper into the forests of the areas north and west 
of the “Lake Districts” was to accomplish what later Protestant missionaries sought in 
these same areas.*? Among other things, they aimed to establish an infrastructure based 
on spiritual associations that could bridge hitherto debilitating political and cultural 
differences.* It is not that these chasms were only pitting indigenous, neighboring 
constituencies against each other, but the very “in-fighting” served as windows of 
opportunity for “Christian” Ethiopian and British/Egyptian/Turkish expansion. Each 
deeper schism within these hinterland societies offered another opportunity for foreign 
expansion as each external interest patronized rival communities to the point of open 
civil war. 

By extending into these besieged Bugunda principalities, the Ottoman origin 
Sufi missionaries created a trade network that linked once “isolated” East African 
coastal towns like Mogadishu, Lamu, and by extension, Zanzibar, to these areas on 
the borderlands of newly drawn imperial frontiers.** In this respect, the first wave of 
traders/proselytizing Sufis by way of the Indian Ocean transformed the contours of 
spiritual politics in these regions rich in gold, ivory, and human laborers.*” Not unlike 
what would emerge in rival settlements later within the “Free Congo State” and various 
German and British missionary outposts, these Qadiriyya and ‘Alawiyya settlements 
expanded as larger numbers of indigenous peoples of the areas north and west of Lake 
Tanganyika were drawn by the opportunities offered by conversion. As such, “Islam” 
itself transformed as hinterland communities increasingly converted. Such “popular” 
conversions complimented the politically important conversion of community 
leaders.** 

Economically this “mass” conversion meant large numbers of hitherto “slave” 
laborers beholden to once powerful local oligarchs formed new constituencies that 
were no longer susceptible to pressures of the region’s labor-extraction regime. Rather 
than having to pay back their “debts” in the form of labor, many of these now Muslim 
lower castes became themselves merchants in the trade with the larger Indian Ocean 
market. This transformation is crucial as many of these same “pagan” communities 
were beginning to face British/Egyptian expansion through Ethiopia as adversaries 
defending their own market niches. As the once lucrative trade routes to the Nile regions 
were cut, the incentives for new alliances with the once distant East African coast grew 
for these hinterland communities. It should be noted that similar calculations were at 
play throughout the regions further south and west, so that the Congo, for instance, 
by the 1880s was flooded with Belgian arms and thus witnessed the rise of competing 
“Arab” proto-states like Nyangwe that required the integration of these newly formed 
Muslim polities. 

It also may be assumed that part of the missionary activity responsible for this 
transformation was motivated by the need to react firmly to the growing European 
pressure along the coastal regions. That being said, the growing European interest in 
the hinterland later on was itself linked to strategic concerns the earliest European 
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companies had with establishing legally binding “spheres” of influence in advance of 
other trading companies, be they European or Arab. As such, it was thanks to these 
Qadiriyya and ‘Alawiyya missionaries arriving from Ottoman Hijaz that locally based 
Omani landowners and wealthy Swahili merchants were given the opportunity to make 
a preemptive strike against European expansion into the regions. Such efforts to twart 
European financial capitalism’s expansion was especially important in these hinterland 
regions as it is these parts of Central Africa from which all the valued commodities that 
made their regions so wealthy came. 

This collaboration offers us new insights into the validity of framing events in 
the period in terms of a universal Islamic movement. The landed elite of Zanzibar 
funded what were basically expansion programs throughout this period. Ostensibly 
expeditions into the hinterland, the first fully funded Muslim “raids” reflected how 
local elite patronage resulted in the conversion of indigenous peoples in the interior 
of Central Africa, again, a crucial turning point in domestic politics that would likely 
inform how European expansion in the region would unfold. In all likelihood, the 
theory behind such campaigns was to assure long-term control over the ivory and 
gold the rest of the world coveted.” As these operations expanded in a number of 
directions, the most infamous being led by Hamid bin Muhammad (Tippu Tip), the 
major settlements of Tabora and Ujiji became of greater regional significance and by 
the mid-1880s, the focus of imperial rivalries.” 

Despite the logic behind such investments in collaborating with Ottoman-based 
Sufi missionaries, there is still debate about why coastal “Arab” money went to such 
an extent into the business of conversion.*! At a simply economic level, the creation of 
large trading hubs in the hinterland certainly made the “mass production” of valuable 
ivory and other “jungle” products possible; the benefits of capturing a greater portion 
of that market seems self-evident. But scholars remain puzzled as to how missionary 
work aided in the material gains of Omani and coastal landowning elites. By actively 
converting peoples west of the lakes (Manyema) who, as already noted, were the 
traditional sources for “labor” on the coastal clove plantations or for the pearling 
operations in the Persian Gulf, these campaigns into the hinterland actually depleted a 
lucrative “source” of profits. 

While true, the reader must recall that aggressive measures to suppress this form 
of labor by Euro-American traders started already in the 1860s. In response, these 
landowning elite may have felt it no longer feasible to risk cargos in order to supply the 
growing demand for cheap labor in the larger world.” Reflective of these calculations, 
the regional economy had indeed transformed. As more and more of the maritime 
trade suppressed by aggressive European piracy was being justified by abolition 
campaigns mobilizing new forms of anti-Muslim sentiments during the Gladstone era, 
it may have been wise to shift tactics and actually create a unified Muslim constituency 
who collectively could resist European commercial expansion in Eastern and Central 
Africa.” 

Again, the logic behind setting up secure trading outposts in the hinterland thus 
partially accounts for why local money would invest in the caravans increasingly 
accompanied by Ottoman-linked Sufi missionaries.“ There is another, somewhat 
distracting debate, however, that is reflective of the larger methodological problem 
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discussed throughout. Some scholars trying to offer a theological/spiritual explanation 
for the aggressive proselytizing suggest that local cultural elite—Arab landowners 
and their spiritual guides—wanted to penetrate the jungles of the Congo in order to 
bring in new blood to a regional “umma” the Arab community supposedly felt had 
abandoned proper Islamic “practice” for more “idiosyncratic” African/Swahili ways.* 
Ultimately, key segments of the scholarship insist that the real reason for such a wave 
of missionary work on the back of expanding commercial links between coast and 
hinterland was an attempt to standardize Muslim practices. The logic being that a 
new wave of properly trained Africans would overwhelm the “wild” habits of “folk” 
Islam.*° 

This fixture on practice seems misplaced however, considering among other 
things, the larger context affecting the political economy at the time, the kinds of 
debates emerging out of the Ottoman centers of learning, and finally those Sufi orders 
organizing the large-scale conversions. It was clear that the declining “waungwana,’ 
(local Muslim, non-Arab member of the merchant/landowning elite) eventually saw it 
in their own interest to support the new Sufi-led conversions. But far from being the 
conveyors of an orthodoxy or even aping the “reformism” of the era so many scholars 
have been trained to highlight, these Qadiri and ‘Alawi Sufis had an agenda to make 
their message universally acceptable, a process perhaps better characterized as an 
attempt at popularizing their faith.” 

Making Islam more colloquial, rather than formal and thus distant to the masses, 
addressed a larger concern among some firebrands working within Ottoman scholarly 
institutions at the time. To men like Ahmad Zayni Dahlan, Sayyid Fadl Pasha, Ahmad 
al-‘Attas, Ahmed al-Idrisi, and Ibn Sumayt, the Euro-American encroachments in 
the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, and larger Indian Ocean were going to have long-term 
consequences, both for the practices of Muslims and the intricate patronage networks 
linking merchant families with the scholarly purveyors of the faith.“ The best way 
to challenge this Euro-American expansion was increasing the practice of Islam, not 
restricting its utility to a small group of literate men. 

As some scholars of the larger Indian Ocean have thankfully demonstrated, the 
most active missionaries were disciples of two key intellectuals of the era based in 
the Ottoman Empire. Crucially, they were also members of major trading families in 
the larger region. The Hadhrami/Swahili/Southeast Asia sada (sing. Sayyid) families 
experiencing full-frontal attacks from Euro-American expansionist capitalism were, in 
other words, the missionaries converting the hitherto ignored East and Central African 
masses. More crucially, this must all be placed in the context of a completely ineffectual 
(if not inimical) Ottoman Sultanate that consistently refused both to apply diplomatic 
pressure or even patronize efforts to confront expansionist Russian, British, Dutch, 
and American “Christian” empires. And yet, independent of the larger dynamics of 
Ottoman state policies vis-a-vis “Islam’—again a theme misappropriated by scholars 
fixated on generic categories rather than context—there were circles of resistance to 
European expansion fully operating from within the territories of the Ottoman Empire. 
We can call these circles the incubators of Ottoman spiritual refugees whose flight to 
and from the empire fed into the missionary work of Sufis against the Euro-American 
finance capitalist tsunami. 
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Refugee Ottoman missionaries 


While largely forgotten today, the primary figure behind this new missionary spirit was 
one Ahmad Zayni Dahlan al-Makki (1817-86). Based in Mecca from 1871, Dahlan 
trained all the important reformers within the ‘Alawi tekke who themselves became the 
major personalities in this expansive spiritual response to Euro-American imperialism. 
As many of Dahlan’s students would come from South Yemeni families directly 
affected by the changing political economy of Indian Ocean trade, the significance 
of this transfer of knowledge and ideological spirit taking place within the Ottoman 
Empire is all the more meaningful once we link Dahlan to the itinerate personalities 
frequenting his Mecca office. 

Dahlan was by training a Shafi’i scholar whose reputation was such that by 1871, 
he was appointed the Mufti of the Shafi’i madhab in Mecca by his peers. It is from 
this position that he gained a significant following and was especially influential on 
these previously mentioned Hadhramai young men who would eventually become the 
Alawi (and Qadiriyya) scholar vanguard seeking to expand “Islam” into Eastern Africa. 
Dahlan’s prominence in an Ottoman imperial context can only be fully appreciated, 
however, by identifying his role as directing an entire generation of ‘Alawi scholars 
toward not only a confrontation with “the West’—by extension the ultra-orthodox 
Wahhabis who became key allies of Western interests—but most importantly, with the 
much celebrated reformist Salafis based in Cairo.” 

What is so often missing in the discussions on this “nahda” (awakening or 
renaissance) that informs much of the literature on the “Modern” Middle East, is some 
introspection into the larger trope of “awakening” in the nationalist historiographies 
focusing on a de-Ottomanification period after World War I.*° What often translates 
into a generic reference to a Cairo-based reformism (modernization) and its polar 
opposite “literalist” orthodoxy (Wahhabism) is actually in need of greater attention.” 
Not only were there distinct ideological currents challenging the ascendency of Euro- 
American capitalism on its very distinct, Indian Ocean-referential terms, ‘Alawi and 
Qadiri Sufis simultaneously opposed both of the Abduh/Rida and Wahhabi currents. 
The only way we can appreciate this outside the confines of a “Pan-Islamist” trope, 
however, is to invest further into contextualizing the goals of these mostly Hadhrami 
missionaries converting large numbers of Eastern Africans in the 1870s and 1880s. 

This leads us to the doctrinal stratification which must be incorporated into the 
context of these movements. Dahlan’s two-volume al-Futhat al-Islamiyya (1884) openly 
embraces the Ottoman Sultan as the preferred hinge on which all Muslims operate. As 
he wrote, the need for an operating, united sociopolitical order was predicated on the 
support of the Ottoman Empire, his benefactor in Mecca. This public confrontation 
with the lingering intolerance of Hanafi and Wahhabi doctrines afflicting Ottoman 
society still resonates today.” 

Despite what at first glance appears open polemic with Europeans, especially the 
British, those Wahhabis and separatists advocating challenges to the Ottoman role in 
the larger world actually serviced the interests of European imperialists. In this context, 
the idea of introducing Islam to the Swahili world appealed to Dahlan and his Ottoman 
loyalist disciples. The motivation to introduce Islam in previously “ignorant” corners 
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of Africa was predicated on the belief that these Ottoman-based Sufis’ variation of 
Islam could bring harmony to humanity if this era of reform truly took hold. In turn, 
these Ottomans envisioned their form of Pan-Islamism breaking the stranglehold of 
those proponents of a strict, textual-based focus on doctrine (taqlid). The concern here 
was many of the victims of finance capitalism's empire had no use for such inaccessible 
polemic. The world they faced was entirely beyond the means of spiritual text to 
engage. 

These Ottoman-based Sufis actually sought to liberate humanity, Muslims or not, by 
way of an activist introduction of Islam as a praxis, crucial to those needing a spiritual 
counter-weight to the political dissolution of their communities, economies, and 
institutions. What is vital here is their emphasis on delivering a message of “salvation” 
against the European menace in a “popular” language accessible to each people. 
Islam offered in the “vernacular,” rather than strictly in Arabic meant the otherwise 
obscure claims of the missionary were immediately accessible to those targeted for 
conversion.” It also meant Islam practiced in these areas would be necessarily reflective 
of immediate conditions; faith in other words would be a living and not universalist 
apparatus serving external interests. 

Just as Protestant missionaries had translated the Bible in various vernaculars to 
facilitate their evangelism, ‘Alawali proselytizers in East Africa sought to make Islam 
accessible to local populations. This strategy, however, was controversial, as debates 
about the proper dissemination of the Quran (extending even to the potential heresy 
presented by the printing press) were still being waged. What is important to remember 
here—and, again, why context is crucial—is that Sufi (and Shadiliya) leaders made the 
decision to allow local exigencies to temper orthodoxy. More important still, these 
activists believed that the message of liberation was not compromised if delivered in 
Swahili, Malay, Javanese, or Bengali. 

The larger doctrinal and practical debates pitting Hanbali and Hanafi scholars 
against those like the Shadhiliyya and even Salafists of Cairo, were around the 
legitimacy of ijtihad, a principle based on the need to argue about the relevance of 
scripture in contemporary terms. The nature of the struggle between Dahlan and 
the British protected reformists in Cairo, therefore, does have importance beyond 
identifying a general ideological embrace of the principle of ijtihad. I bring this 
aspect to the study because it is not enough to keep our analysis at a legal level of 
abstraction. Because while it seems the overarching “reform” movement can apply 
to all these groups on account of their use of ijtihad, it misses the crucial context 
of their more specific debates about how one actually uses the intellectual products 
of these practices. For the Sufis around Dahlan and Fad! Pasha, it was confronting 
Euro-American power in all its manifestations, one that was not entirely the case with 
Abduh, Afghani, Rida, or even members in the Hamidian regime.™ 

The fascinating doctrinal debates emerging from the rise of this community 
of “scholars of the sea” should remain a center of our attention not only because of 
the ideological issues at play but because these debates also reflect changes in the 
regional economies. Recall that these Sufi missionary cum scholars made up part of 
larger family-first merchants networks. The context, therefore, of their life-changing 
experiences was an often dual mission of expanding the family’s commercial networks 
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by way of gaining political influence in communities of settlement all along the vital 
trading towns of the larger Indian Ocean and, for some, gaining an education fitting 
a member of such families. The result was this crucial “friction” between indigenous 
responses to rising Euro-American interference and the dual evils of paganism and 
expanding Christianity propagated by British, Belgian, and Germany missionaries 
cum merchants. It is at such a confrontational level that we can situate a second scholar 
to help us break apart essentialist readings of “Islam” in modern world history. 

Fad] b. ‘Alawi b. Sahl, later known as Fadl Pasha, was notorious among the British 
for most of this career as an Istanbul/Mecca-based scholar. His was a fascinating 
itinerary whose impact on larger affairs of the ‘Alawi suggests an Ottoman refugee 
dynamic is at play at the intellectual and cultural level that ultimately complicates the 
stories we tell of “Islam” during this period.** Hailing from Malabar (known as Kerala 
today), Fadl Pasha’s homeland was known as a major pepper-producing region. As 
such it was highly coveted by European trading companies beginning to challenge 
Guajarati and Malabar traders long dominating trade in the region.*” 

Cursed by the wealth produced by such trade, Fadl Pasha’ss homeland fell into 
political chaos as British trading companies started to patronize select members of 
the Hindu aristocracy as a means to instigate disruptive violence. The result was 
continuous upheavals in the 1830s and 1840s as competing “sects” fought against each 
other to gain access to British business.** In response, leading figures, like Fadl’s father, 
directly confronted the foreign intruders.” 

When coming of age, Fadl Pasha joined his father’s cause, ultimately leaving him 
at odds with a newly installed local regime that favored granting British businesses 
privileges reminiscent of those granted by the Ottoman Empire.” Being more fortunate 
than most rebellious locals on account of his standing in the community, Fadl was 
simply exiled from his homeland. The fateful decision to move to Mecca, recently 
reintegrated into the Ottoman fold after a ruinous period of Wahhabi tyranny, would 
prove vital to one last period of indigenous Muslims’ struggle against the forces of 
liberal capitalism. Sayyid Fadl arrived in Mecca in 1853, meeting Ahmad al-‘Attas, a 
future Sufi luminary in his own right. 

His exile in Mecca turned into assimilation. By the middle of Fadl’s career he 
became a leading Ottoman intellectual who would have a profound impact on Ottoman 
internationalism and the way many global Muslims began to see the world vis-a-vis 
expanding Euro-American capitalism.' Be it through spiritual meanderings that tried 
to make sense of the shifting power dynamics in the world or the practicality of leading 
a violent resistance against the British imperialist project, Fadl Pasha would leave an 
imprint on the world around him. 

Several scholars have linked Fadl Pasha to the violent resistance to British 
expansions throughout the Indian Ocean.” This leadership may have also included 
the Jeddah riots against European traders in 1858.* It is in this context of agitation and 
activism that Fadl Pasha’s theological links expanded. Future Sufi masters like Ahmad 
b. Hasan al-‘Attas and Ibn Sumayt first became associated with their own ideas of the 
“Sufi way” or path in the form of missionary work during these highly volatile, but 
equally intellectually productive times.“ 
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It is a curious set of diversions in his life that probably made Fad] Pasha a magnet 
to like-minded men of the larger Indian Ocean. As a result of his popularity, Istanbul 
rewarded him with a permanent place in the intellectual core of the empire. Armed 
with Ottoman patronage, and a title of Pasha, Fadl Pasha immediately used his new 
influence to directly confront British expansion in Arabia. Such efforts may have 
included a series of intrigues that led to his emerging as a key ally for new Ottoman 
reformists like Ali Pasha, who oversaw the Tanzimat as Grand Vizier in the 1860s. 

While still engaging in domestic political machinations, Fadl Pasha’s struggle 
against British expansion in South Arabia began to take shape. Though not entirely 
certain, evidence suggests that by 1870, Fad] Pasha was in Mecca. This would have 
allowed him to engage Ahmad Zayni Dahlan and also become a major proponent of 
Ottoman expansion into the Yemeni highlands in 1872.® It is at this junction as a well- 
established intellectual that it seems he solicited a meeting between his son and the 
commander of the Yemeni operations Ahmad Pasha for the purposes of egging on the 
Ottoman army to actually push onwards from newly captured San‘a’ deep into Eastern 
Arabia. The push would have most likely led to Dhofar, where Fad] Pasha would in fact 
momentarily rule with local consent between 1877 and 1878. 

A firm advocate of Ottoman expansion at the crucial period when British commercial 
operations were being transferred to Bombay-backed administrations, Fadl Pasha 
aimed to tear Arabia away from the growing British influence by way of his actions 
in the southern Arabian region of Dhofar, in present day Oman. Based in Salalah, 
Fad] Pasha initiated various diplomatic campaigns to extend Ottoman influence in the 
area. The Hadhrami/‘Alawi, who had been marginalized by British supported sultans 
of Hadhramawt, were his primary base of support in Southern Arabia.® With almost a 
year based in the region and raising local alliances in neighboring Hadhramawt, Fad] 
Pasha made quick enemies with British authorities stationed in the area. In time, the 
British officials translated their fears into diplomatic pressure on Istanbul to expel the 
upstart. 

Locals allied with Sayyid Turki, ruler in Muscat and ally of the British, were 
eventually rallied to force Fadl Pasha to return to the safety of Ottoman Hijaz. Forced 
to leave Southern Arabia, Fadl Pasha spent the rest of his life in Istanbul, where he 
became a member of the previously mentioned small circle of advisors to the Sultan. 
This appointment is crucial as it corresponded with the period when Abdiilhamid II 
actively engaged in “Pan-Islamism.”® 

Some scholars who bothered to study this giant of the era were not impressed with 
his commitment to the larger cause of Pan-Islam. Anne Bang, for one, characterizes 
his Pan-Islamism as purely political. Perhaps this is true. At the same time, however, 
it actually helps reinforce the earlier point made about the realistic place Ottoman 
state-funded institutions could hope to occupy in the shaping of local, regional, and 
global affairs. As a member of one of the various councils established by the reforming, 
centralizing Ottoman state, Fadl Pasha may have seen such membership necessary to 
extend his influence in the affairs of the Ottoman state, which otherwise neglected the 
Indian Ocean. While his earlier attempts at coaxing the Ottoman Empire to expand 
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into Dhofar failed, his recognition of the limits of his “patron’s” influence in the larger 
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world vis-a-vis his hated British enemy most likely tempered his ambitions. His goal, 
like those of the ‘Alawiyya discussed throughout, was not to hope for an Ottoman 
rescue, but to independently expand influence by way of missionary work. 

Considering these acknowledged limitations, Fadl Pasha nevertheless is able to 
patronize individuals in this Indian Ocean uprising against the British. In this sense, 
Fadl Pasha used his proximity to the Sultan to engage with the large numbers of 
scholars likely to pass through the Istanbul. Indeed, in 1886, when prominent scholar 
Ibn Sumayt passed through Istanbul on his way from Java to Zanzibar, Fadl Pasha 
used his position to grant Sumayt access to some powerful factions within the empire's 
working elite. The Grand Vizier, Khayr al-Din Pasha, himself a Tunisian refugee, for 
instance, was convinced that Ibn Sumayt, along with the still reigning Sultan Barghash 
of Zanzibar, could create a meaningful barrier to Euro-American encroachment. Both 
the Grand Vizier and Fadl Pasha worked together to recruit the young Hadhrami to 
return to Zanzibar and continue to push back Britain from East Africa.” 

This serves as a crucial junction because the association with doctrinal debates 
that play such a heavy role in the way scholars of the time (and our generation of 
experts then use to identify trends, factions, and processes) tends to obscure the larger 
contours of the Sufi orders’ activities. Many of these tekkes would vacillate between 
open resistance to outsider influence and openly embracing them, depending not 
solely on doctrinal grounds, but on their constituencies. As stressed here, members 
of the ‘Alawiyya and Qadiriyya orders were actively embracing the conditions in 
which they were expected to live, conditions that did not warrant diplomacy with 
the British (as would be the stress in the Ottoman Empire) but open confrontation. 
This missionary message of resistance, disseminated flexible doctrines meant to 
fit with conditions on the ground, thus giving more meaning to the conversion of 
many Manyema (or natives of the regions west of Lake Tanganyika). Their context 
was crucial. It also led to a re-socialization of “Arab” or sada/sayyid politics in Asia. 
These formal members of a landed elite class had begun to resent the empowering 
dissolution of hierarchies based on an increasingly familiar notion of racial borders 
being erected all over the world.” 

It is important to note that, just as in the Balkans, this conflict and instability 
created opportunities for indigenous entrepreneurialism. However, while in the 
Balkans these opportunities were generated by the manufacture of local/global 
“ethnic” communities, in East Africa and Southeast Asia, Ottoman migrants/refugees 
were given the opportunity to self-segregate in more pronounced ways. In the last 
chapter it was the commercial opportunities available to many that led to collaboration 
with Euro-American capitalists. In the spiritual realm, the opening up of lands once 
neatly defined by linguistic and genealogical hierarchies by Sufi missionaries, using 
their “internationalist” method of preaching to “African” Muslim communities in 
Swahili, caused new traumas for those self-identified sada/sayyid elite. In this respect, 
resistance to Euro-American capitalism became more complicated as “Arabs” were now 
vulnerable minorities whose usefulness to German, Belgian, and British administrators 
only grew as distinctive anti-imperialist movements expanded along “populist,” almost 
“fanatical” Muslim lines. 
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As in Southeast Asia, many of the dislocated Arabs, just a few years earlier perhaps 
embracing the rebellious missionary spirit flowing from Ottoman Mecca (independent 
of the state), began to see their long-term interests shift. The resulting successful 
expansion of “Islam” into the African hinterland set the social and political parameters 
of post-WWI possibilities. For those who could not countenance the transition from 
being rulers over Africans to ruling with Africans, many actually began to serve as 
surrogates of Euro-American empire. 

The tensions that arise are crucial because reformists in British-controlled Cairo 
began to identify “Islam” as a useful tool to help reinforce “cultural” acceptance for the 
divide between the ruler and the ruled. This increasingly racialized setting—perfectly 
fitted for British, Dutch, German, and American administrative policies—would forever 
delineate between “folk” and “formal” Islam that scholars of empire eagerly reinforced. 
To fully appreciate the consequences of how these potentially tedious, textual debates 
played out, we must understand that the actual consequences of these growing doctrinal 
divides on social hierarchies increasingly translated into power politics. In this new 
scenario, political and cultural collaborators, like those “middlemen” in Southeast Asia 
and perhaps even some of the “Salafist” clerics in Egypt, were embraced as legitimate 
by way of their association with formal/orthodox practices, while those not fitting the 
role of ally of empire, were condemned for their “shirk” or idolatry.” 

Here then we have a set of rationale for violence against many different kinds of 
usurpers of power that must be distinguished from any larger talk of “Islam” The 
events in the confines of East Africa during a period of large numbers of conversions 
to “Islam” also afflicted political dynamics impossible to replicate within the Ottoman 
Empire, along these same lines. But as much as it can be argued that these were 
“isolated” or “outside” something like an “Ottoman” experience, the very fact these 
events in East Africa and Southeast Asia, by way of migrating natives being trained 
and forging new communities in their temporary Ottoman homes, offer us the chance 
to appreciate events and processes that are distinctively “domestic” and thus must be 
treated as distinct from any global process. This then suggests we must understand the 
forces that compel people to form new group associations, invoking Islam no doubt, 
as specific cases taking place at particular points of time. Considering it in these terms 
helps us to argue for a new way to explore how the Ottoman Empire's many dissimilar 
regions experienced collapse in different ways. This must be done piecemeal, however, 
with the complex politics involving religious, ethnic, and socioeconomic difference 
in specific corners of say Central Anatolia, East Africa, or the Balkans, all treated 
distinctively from those politics of survival experienced elsewhere. 

Importantly, even within the expansionist corporate state monstrosities surfacing 
in the form of “the Raj,’ the underlying “logic” of how such operations worked was 
not entirely reductionist. As discussed in the last part of this chapter, operatives for 
these imperial projects were discerning enough when dealing with the peoples of the 
world. In particular regards to the Ottoman Empire, there is ample evidence to point to 
British, German, Russian, and Austro-Hungarian policy-makers openly acknowledging 
the usefulness of exploiting the very diversity of “Muslims” and “Orientals.” To them, 
in other words, the rigid binaries we are often encouraged to believe exist within 
“colonial” practices did not reflect any reality. 
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Instruments of abstraction 


It should be seen as ironic that the same “Ottoman Empire,’ registered to play a role in 
the ontology of civilizational difference, had since the 1840s been in the hands of an 
“enlightened” and “modern” bureaucratic elite largely free of sectarian loyalties. This 
in face of an increasingly self-identified “European” state insisting on institutionally 
organizing its various imperial possessions along, as it turns out, constructed social 
hierarchies based on a narrow reading of what constituted religious (and or “tribal”) 
communities. Indeed, this underlying logic of non-European peoples divided along 
sectarian (and racial) lines served as the foundation to a colonial organogram of 
humanity that shaped how competing imperial powers would agree to divide up the 
world.” 

And yet, historians of the Ottoman period immediately following the Tanzimat era 
identify tell-tale signs of the same “colonial” “modernity” seeping into the retrograde 
Hamidian regime. Variations of a “colonial Ottomanism” started to pop up in the kinds 
of institutions the regime established, from “tribal schools” designed to educate “savage 
shaykhs” and thus “civilize” the “natives,” to a reordering of the daily regimentation of 
social and bureaucratic time in far-off Mosul and Yemen. Those who have written of 
such new trajectories of the Ottoman Empire represent a new phase in the scholarship 
which unfortunately has embraced almost entirely the rhetorical “logic” ofan apparently 
“Western” state-building project. In this section, I express my distress at an apparent 
rush by scholars of the Ottoman Empire to finding parallels or, at best, modifications 
of something adduced in nearly paradigmatic terms as modernity.” 

The issue for me here is not the presence of the institutions that emerge in a formal 
sense, but the way historians today expect them to work for a larger scholarly, theoretical 
project while failing to place these periodic institutional innovations into a much more 
dynamic, non-deterministic context. While I have continued to express my frustrations 
with the way policies toward “tribes” and “backward ethnic” groups—in the context of 
Yemen and the western Balkans—I will focus here specifically on how “Islam” as a unit 
of analysis (and Muslims) are similarly mobilized to avoid doing the heavy-lifting of 
contextualizing policies and practices in vastly different settings, be it along the edges 
of the Ottoman realm, or deep within. More specifically, it is questioned here just how 
much more we can go to the religion/sectarian well to account for the kinds of policies 
the “modernizing” Hamidan state adopted. 

As I see it, there is a curious disconnect between what seems to have been a 
prevailing oversimplification of how “Western” operatives believed the Ottoman 
world functioned and the subtleties of the actual strategies these operatives used when 
engaging the latter. Far from seeing the world in neatly segregated categories, the 
manner in which some external actors “manipulated” internal tensions suggested a more 
nuanced understanding of the Ottoman “world,” an understanding that appreciated 
Ottoman “society” as dynamic with a human social, political, and ideological diversity 
vulnerable to outside manipulation. More importantly here, we are increasingly led 
to believe that the Hamidian state sought to engage in the “modern” state-building 
process by eliciting its own variations of “colonial knowledge.” Additionally, we are 
told that this same ideologically rigid enterprise (at least when following the logic of 
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the prevailing scholarship on the Hamidian regime) also sought to deflect outside 
threats by interfering in other empire’s Muslim affairs based on a suspiciously similar 
essentialist construction of Islam and the way Muslims lived their faiths.” 

In the context of the prevailing scholarship of late Ottoman imperialism, this 
Hamidian quest to “harvest” the faith and the faithful for purposes of competitive 
imperialism constitutes the “politicization” of Islam narrative that renders all of the 
spiritual diversity of these vastly different regions and people hostage to the very 
reductive reasoning of nineteenth-century Orientalists.” This reading of the dynamics 
at play beneath the surface of the formal documentation seems entirely out of place 
when situated in the larger scholarly context of how we actually understand the world.” 
Indeed, the very dynamic exchanges between various factions of the Ottoman state 
and the autonomously developing regional, trans-regional projects to address specific 
interests/concerns highlight that no single “Islamic” politics existed. 

By 1878, all the powers were faced with the difficult problem of administering large 
Muslim populations, often in contentious settings whereby imperial and commercial 
expansion necessarily targeted Muslims’ lands and property. Under such conditions, 
each occupying power was vulnerable to the rebellion of discontented “minority” 
subjects. In the context of this potential for rebellion against those ruling, any lingering 
tensions provided opportunities for external interference. Each empire, in this manner, 
framed “Islam” and “Muslims” as both the source of tensions, and if properly harnessed, 
the solution.” 

As evident throughout this study, Ottoman territories as diverse as Albania, Yemen, 
and Diyarbakir exemplified these arenas of contention. The struggles between a 
variety of imperial and indigenous rivals within these vastly distinct territories both 
served global interests and diverse local constituencies.” In these contexts, all actors 
with the means invested in ways to harness specifically identified “Muslim” refugees. 
They did this as refugees were the potential source of violence while also, if properly 
steered, could be the resource needed to quell it.” As discussed in Chapter 2, we see this 
thinking applied to the influx of Muslim Circassian refugees from the 1850s onwards. 
The Ottoman state strategically settled hundreds of thousands of Muslim refugees 
into enclaves along areas deemed both volatile and vulnerable to external Christian 
influences.* As expected of these refugees, loyalty to the larger cause of the empire, no 
matter how that was articulated, was synonymous with these resettled communities’ 
long-term interests.*! 

Oversimplifying the dynamics at play in these contexts has long proven to be a 
methodological roadblock. For example, something for decades known as “Pan- 
Islam” was purportedly a strategic opportunity for a variety of interests involved in the 
“Great Game.’ In these terms, the role of “Islam” in the context of this “Great Game” 
is entirely dependent on the assumed ethno-taxonomic and spiritual orientations of 
non-Western peoples. Such configurations prove highly suspect when seen through 
the filter of Ottoman refugees.” 

To use one example, the literature on the refugees of Ottoman collapse often asserts 
qualitative differences between the experiences of “Armenian” internally displaced 
peoples and those of “Muslims” during the same period of tragic events throughout 
the last half century of Ottoman existence. As posited in the scholarship, the crucial 
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factor here was the very fact one group of victims of war was “Christian” and the other 
“Muslim? The difficulty with breaking out of this neat, but ethically suspect binary 
compass is that the tools available to the historian often seem inadequate. Generic 
categories such as sectarian or ethno-national identity used to capture an “experience” 
as vast as famine do so to distinguish particular categories of people from others, 
not to explore the actual diversity of experiences and fluid contexts. Indeed, any 
binary construction of a disaster invariably serves certain ideological purposes while 
completely distracting us from understanding the immediate, local contexts that led to 
mass starvation, the plundering of plantations, violence against the landed elite, and 
subsequent state (global) responses. 

While the tragedies of many Ottoman territories have become the foundations of 
post-Ottoman nationalist historiographies, some of the most striking features of these 
especially charged narratives are the uncritical assertions that sectarian difference and 
its correspondent “ethnic” and thus “national” affiliation accounts for who actually died 
and who did not. Armed with a certain set of categories, scholars have consistently 
claimed that they can identify the opposing “sides” in these volatile “mixed” regions 
by way of individual categories of people. But it is clear that, even among “European 
Christians” at the worst moments of genocide, the kind of influence Russian, British, 
American, German imperial agents, company representatives, and global revolutionaries 
alike hoped to acquire in the Balkans or Anatolia was not restricted to any one particular 
“group.’® Instead, Russian, French, and British agents, for example, are known to 
have invested as much human and material resources into patronizing “Muslims” as 
“Christians” in Anatolia and throughout the Caucasus during and after World War I. 
And yet, far too many scholars are still unwilling to read beyonda selection of documents 
that only seem to reaffirm the generic categories of analysis still in use today. 

One proposed alternative way of reading into the attempts by various “Christian” 
powers to find local “Muslim” clients in the context of a larger struggle for influence 
in the Transcaucasia, Eastern Anatolian region, for instance, is to abandon drawing 
conclusions by any strict use of “Islam,” “Muslim,” or some ethno-national reference 
alone.** There may be other ways to explain, for instance, the murder of “Armenian,” 
“Kurdish, and “Turkish” villagers that need not refer to the criminals in terms of their 
“race,” “creed,” or sect. 

At the same time, the manner we choose to inspect certain resulting associations 
formed over the course of such violent times may prove useful. In these same periods 
of horror, is there not a place for highlighting the acts of caring for those weak and 
destitute that led not to death, but survival? More still, what do we make of the religious 
conversion of a person, or an entire village for that matter, who faced deportation 
and likely death? In a related way, whose interests does it serve that these “Armenian 
Catholics” became “Muslim Turks” in the context of a famine, war, and imperial 
collapse? 

Such questions are crucial in respect to reanimating how we understand collective 
action, especially if it registers as violence in the documentation. As it now stands, 
the animating factor behind any form or scale of resistance to institutional rule in 
the Ottoman, British, Habsburg, Romanov, or French Empires is framed either in 
sectarian, racial, and/or ethno-national terms.* If there is violence in the mountain 
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villages outside of Bitlis, for example, it is assumed that there are tensions between 
Christians and Muslim inhabitants, Kurdish, Assyrian, and/or Armenian shepherds 
or clashes between Ottoman troops and a resistant proto-nationalist local “group.”*° 
It is a rare study indeed that dissolves the neat sectarian, tribal, and ethnic lines of 
distinction dominating the literature on Anatolia/Mesopotamia. It is even more rare 
to read studies that seek to break out of the “Western” ontologies that determine the 
manner in which we read resistance to Euro-American capitalism. 

Much of the scholarship on Russian and other European imperial projects in 
contested “frontline” territories, such as in Central/South Asia and Africa, is framed 
in these terms of clashing civilizations and “modern” universalist projects.*” As a 
counter to this reading, even the latest revisionist approaches to understanding “Pan- 
Islam” through the Ottoman filter prove disappointing. When contrasted with the 
very dynamic and sophisticated corrective studies within national historiographies, 
especially in the Balkans and Central/Eastern Europe, it is rather unsatisfactory 
that we are still fixed on such categories as Albanian, Muslim, Christian (Protestant, 
Orthodox, Catholic) and Armenian to try to decipher the violence and upheavals 
along the so-called borderlands.* 

It is even more disappointing when the scholarship invokes sect, tribe, and ethnicity 
to try to explain what happens in these same territories when facing a constant flow of 
refugees, migrants, missionaries and “foreign” troops.” Again, while there have been 
challenges to the superstructure of “Ottoman Studies” and the epistemologies that 
confine the study of “Pan-Islam” to a “universal” struggle with “Christianity” or “the 
West,” unless we disaggregate with specific cases the categories of analysis, in other 
words, complicate them to the point they no longer have any meaningful value as 
explanatory tools, we simply repeat the essentialist “crimes” of the past. 

One way of breaking out of the logical confines of “Islam’-as-category that we may 
want to consider is how factions within the Ottoman Empire's bureaucratic elite reacted 
to Russia’s expansion into Ottoman territories after 1878. Recent work has provided 
new insights into how, at this stage of crisis, strategists imagined a functional value 
to extending links with peoples in Russian-Occupied Caucasia and Central Asia.” As 
already seen in Chapter 2, Chechnya indeed becomes of primary strategic interest for 
these reasons. My concern is that we too quickly identify the animating factor being an 
“imperial” one rather than perhaps considering the role of informal, small-scale and 
unofficial agents in encouraging a strategic shift. 

In this respect, it was because of the sudden flood of refugees from the 1850s 
onwards that events in Caucasia became of such immediate concern to various actors 
inside the Ottoman Empire. In the same way, large numbers of Central Asian and 
North African refugees also streaming into the empire, may have all contributed to 
a new kind of Ottoman politics by the very fact of their often very visible refuge in 
the empire. Concerns over the “unsightly” masses of destitute refugees languishing in 
public spaces throughout Ottoman cities, or the periodic violence over food and land, 
may have been the key element to putting the interests of these peoples onto the agenda 
of Ottoman elites. Considering this possibility means these were domestic political 
issues, not necessarily a “Pan-Islamic” one that remained abstract and conceptual, 
rather than immediate and personal. 
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The crucial work of Lale Can has revealed a far more restrained Ottoman response 
to the constant solicitation from Central Asian community leaders to assist their 
polities under the siege of Russian expansionism in the 1860s and 1870s.”! This failure 
to embrace the increasingly violent confrontations with expanding European empires 
in Asia, the Arabian Peninsula, and eventually Eastern Africa suggest not only a state 
incapacitated, however. There are crucial synergies of interests that seem requisite for 
any wide scale investment in any overseas confrontation; as such the questions we also 
need to ask is whose interests would be served if (and when) empires clashed over what 
were basically revenue producing lands. 

This hesitance to indulge in expensive military campaigns either by proxy or directly 
was not only a characteristic of the Ottomans, of course. Almost all the confrontations 
today lumped under the rubric of the “Great Game” could be more usefully studied as 
first sources of debate within the inner circles of imperial power. In respect to British, 
Italian, French, or German state investment in defending the individual commercial 
expansionist agendas of companies, be it in Southeast Asia, South Africa, or East Africa, 
the crucial dynamic was the relative influence companies had within the inner-circles 
of political power. We know, for instance, that certain banks and trading companies 
had the ear of key decision-making individuals. Indeed, many policy-makers were 
themselves shareholders in these commercial enterprises. This marriage of interests 
applies also to the Ottoman Empire by the middle of the nineteenth century.” 

The problem for those peoples facing the possible onslaught of predatory capitalism 
is that they often had no direct access to either the bureaucratic elite or the Sultan's inner 
core of advisors. For the most part, by the middle of the 1850s, these crucial positions 
of influence were inhabited by Istanbul-based Europeans, Ottoman subjects corrupted 
by the patronage of European interests, or bureaucratic elites whose strategic and 
ideological orientation was predicated on maintaining better relations with Europe, 
rather than confrontation. 

In this sense, far from perceiving it as a “natural” reaction to try to mobilize distant 
“fellow Muslims” or even “fellow Turks” against Russian or British expansionism, we 
should consider the dynamics arising from the flooding of the empire's borders with 
refugees. To this we should also add that evidence of the eventual ascendency of some 
crucial members of the new military and political elite from among this muhacir hoard 
suggests some of the policies adopted toward Eurasia may have been driven by those 
with a personal interest, rather than an automatic proclivity to “Pan-Islam.”” 

In this way, the “politicization” of Islam needs contextualization and, more crucially, 
diversification as a theme of study. Ottoman policies, just as their foreign “Christian” 
counterparts within domestic Ottoman affairs, did not treat uniformly all “Muslims” 
or “Christians.’** They did not treat all refugees equally either.” 

What may be the transformative dynamic ultimately at play in the transitional order 
that leads to Ottoman collapse was the political tensions emerging in other Muslim 
regions of the world. These tensions were most likely the product of implementing an 
increasingly rigid divide separating the “social scientists” set of ontological truths and 
the immediate need for maintaining stability. As cultivated in the Americas in the form 
of administrative practice among “native” peoples (creating the conditions for which 
indigenous peoples can only organize around “tribal chiefs”), and then extended to 
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European universities to be studied by a new discipline of anthropology/sociology, new 
configurations of humanity distinguishing “different” races and civilizations took on 
a new administrative reality. This is another way of saying that the issue of categories 
of analysis, linked to the science of demography that had already left its mark on how 
Ottoman frontiers were drawn in 1878, became not only a tool of convenience, but 
increasingly the operating logic of self-serving bureaucrats and their finance capitalist 
masters. Objectifying and then disaggregating “mixed” polities like the Ottoman Empire 
not only produced new exploitative opportunities by way of the violence of separation, 
but, as we will next see in the conclusion, also in the subsequent “efforts” to resolve 
and settle the conflicts. The resulting exodus of millions upon millions of peoples, the 
untold hundreds of thousands of deaths along the way, all proved incredibly lucrative 
for certain operatives of the Euro-American financial Empire. 


Conclusion: Perversion as conversion 


In an attempt to first alert the reader to, and then address, these methodological 
issues, I wished to use this last section of the book to challenge how Religion works 
as a normative concept in many different kinds of human-induced disasters. More 
specifically still, the manner in which Religion is thus used by very different sets of 
actors, in relentlessly changing contexts, leaves open a much wider theoretical and 
narrative terrain than usually permitted in the charged national histories of a post- 
Ottoman era. As such, I wanted to take the risk of asking what goes on in times of 
horrific human suffering and what kinds of dignity can we draw out of those ultimate 
gestures of being alive in such conditions: compassion. 

While it may seem at first tangential to this discussion on conversion and the 
liminal (or no-man’s land) spaces of Ottoman/itinerate Sufi subjects confronting Euro- 
American expansionism in East Africa, Southeast Asia, or Eurasia, there is an important 
institutional/procedural context that needs exploring as we try to reach a conclusion 
to this story about the refugee. Considering how all imperial/colonial administrations 
emerging at the end of the nineteenth century actually faced the problem of ruling 
over “Muslims,” it would seem the entire era was fraught with potential violence. The 
problem, however, is that the violence was not always a product of sectarian tensions. 

As evidenced by studying those occupation regimes charged with the responsibility 
of governing over former Ottoman Muslim populations (as seen in Chapter 2 in respect 
to Serbia after 1878), occupation strategies considered more than just the most efficient 
ways to pillage the resources of newly “conquered” peoples. At least until 1912 in the 
Balkans and Eastern Anatolia (where expansionist Russia occupied all the territories 
east of Kars and Ardahan after the war of 1877-8),° non-Muslim administrations 
managing newly incorporated Muslim majority populations adopted a combination 
of strategies that rarely fixated on sectarian binaries alone. These agendas necessarily 
included finding local intermediaries who could assure that along the immediate 
frontiers of the Ottoman Empire, stability would prevail.”” The issue is how shall we 
interpret the dynamic exchange that took place in such settings that were not all about 
colonial violence directed at “Muslims” per se, but also a product of attempts to bring 
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some workable agreement on how to usefully integrate incorporated peoples and lands 
into a larger administrative, state power fold.” 

Where policies differed was in how they attempted to secure an occupied people's 
acquiescence to the new political order. As these distinctive experiences, often within 
the “same” imperial scheme, took on different colorations depending on time and 
place, a general concern was achieving the subservience of “Muslims” (and other 
Christian/Jewish “minorities”) through an assumed spiritual or “cultural” equivalent of 
the economic and political “middlemen” discussed in the last chapter. In this respect, 
the cooperation of community leaders, including local imams, priests, and shaykhs, 
could be deemed vital for the new occupation administration to work.” 

Crucial to this chapter was the extent to which we wanted to focus on what 
animated the kinds of decisions taken to realize the effective management of diverse 
newcomers (as refugees) or newly incorporated subjects. At some point, occupation 
administrative strategies evident in so many documents, at the rhetorical level, clearly 
adopted reductive logic to characterize the “nature” of these subject communities. 
Abstractions as imprecise as Muslim and Christian, along with “native,” “tribesmen,” 
and “savage” are also evident in a broad range of inter-imperial exchanges—treaties, 
trade agreements, boundary management protocols, commissioned “fact-finding” 
reports—emerging in the period now dominated by financial oligarchs. From the 
diplomatic agreements settling conflicts between nations of “peoples” to the creation 
of internationally accepted rules of engagement for occupation regimes, the guardians 
of liberal capitalism were often the first to associate a community's identity with 
its religious affiliation. Accordingly, added to the textual evidence of an apparent 
“colonial” knowledge about religious, sociological, and economic constituencies, 
was the assumed linkage between community and leaders. The way we read this 
documentation suggests entire communities were loyal to institutional hierarchies 
manned by influential men who represented their confession. For the imperial agent 
seeking the collective acquiescence of the community in question, the operating logic 
was, again all at the theoretical level, to capture the services of these communal leaders. 
If properly harnessed, these shaykhs, imams, and priests could ipso facto command the 
loyalty of the “flock? 

On the surface, it is hoped many readers can see why such assumptions are 
problematic. And yet, this is how European Orientalist scholars of the period, mostly 
linguists who maybe traveled once in their lives to the “region” of their expertise, 
explained the power dynamics of the “Islamic” world to an increasingly interested 
commercial and political ruling class just about to venture into the “East.” These are 
the same resources many are still committed to harvesting in the hope of explaining 
the dynamics of Ottoman, post-Ottoman life—in particular certain forms of violence. 
The concern here is taking a new look at just what “religion” meant to an assortment 
of actors engaging in the far more complicated administrative universe of Ottoman 
and rival imperial states; polities which in their own ways, faced dynamic periods 
of transition characterized in part by people moving in and out of their ability to 
control.'°! 


Conclusion 


Cocktail a la Turco: The end 


What's the recipe for a Turk? Take the 25 de Margo [downtown Sao Paulo market 
district] street cocktail shaker and put in a Syrian, an Arab, an Armenian, a Persian, 
and Egyptian, a Kurd. Shake it up really well and—boom—out comes a Turk. 
[Guilherme de Almedia]' 


Turco de mierda... Turco bruto? 


To claim that one has understood (“with Western eyes”) the entirety of these many 
Ottoman migrant, often refugee lives (or any variant of Ottoman experience, for that 
matter), and to then reduce them to an expedient record of mass-murder and anti- 
Christian pogroms is to do grave injustice to a human history that will never be fully 
contained by categorical particulars, whether they be Muslim, Albanian, Armenian, 
Arab, or Turk. Unfortunately, the particularly egregious and ahistorical stigma of 
“Turkish” barbarism has lingered for decades in the literature. Either as a useful, self- 
explanatory trope or as a necessary counterpart with which to juxtapose one’s own, 
more sophisticated scholarship, the entrenchment of generalizations about the entire 
period covered in this book has left little room for nuance. Worse still, these lingering 
pathologies infesting the scholarship, most evident in the vast literature—mostly 
framed in condemning or defensive terms—on the horrifying events in Eastern and 
Western Anatolia from 1912 to 1925, have shaped much of how we read into the post- 
Ottoman world. More daunting still is the geographic scope of the Turkish boogeyman 
as it crossed continents and survived, in sociocultural incubators as diverse as popular 
literature in Serbia, newspaper editorials in Beirut, and the musings of the Sao Paulo/ 
Rio de Janeiro intelligentsia well into the 1930s. 

The most obvious place to look for the entrenched stereotypes about the paradigmatic 
Turkish “other” is the Balkans. As evidenced by a large body of sophisticated, crucial 
revisionist scholarship, associations with Islam and the invading “Turk” find their 
way into the national political discourse of all the countries of the region.’ Indeed, 
“even in Muslim Albania’ the reference to history under the Ottoman flag is mobilized 
to emphasize ontological difference between Europe and the Orient.* The on-going 
debate in Albanian societies in Kosovo and Albania (not so much in Macedonia) is 
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the relative need to liberate Albanians’ “European” heritage from 600 years of Turkish 
(read Muslim, Oriental) domination.° 

The same holds true for Latin America, where tens of thousands of Ottoman Arabs 
(Jews, Christians, and Muslims) and natives of the Balkans settled.° Despite periods 
of the nostalgic repackaging of Latin America’s “Oriental” heritage—most often in 
commoditized forms—the Ottoman experience in Latin America has been stamped 
out through generational asymmetries.” While there have been some brave attempts 
to temper the racism linked to anti-Arab/anti-Semitism prevalent in popular culture 
for decades in Arabo-American identity politics, the contributions to these discourses 
across the Americas nevertheless have been dominated by a tenacious self-hatred 
among those with clear Eastern Mediterranean (and Muslim) heritage.* 

A few scholars have partially explained why such hostility toward their Ottoman 
heritage in the Americas manifested so early on.? The most crucial issue appears to 
be quite straight-forward: the host societies in which so many Ottomans settled were 
plagued by race politics.’? Moreover, there was the violence of the international labor 
regime, rapid industrialization, and growing disparities in wealth between landowners, 
global financial interests, and workers. These tensions, often fused with the new (“social 
scientific’) racist discourses infiltrating the literate world, had a profound impact on 
the way peoples of many different (often “mixed”) heritages interacted within their 
mosaic migrant settings." 

It is indeed telling that for the most part, xenophobia directed toward Ottoman 
subjects paralleled other momentary outbursts of anti-foreigner discourse throughout 
the Americas. In Veracruz State México, for instance, the anti- African and anti-“Indian” 
politics experienced throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also 
dragged the growing numbers of Ottoman Syrians migrating to the region into the 
nativist mix.” At the same time, however, the “Orientalist” label may not be entirely 
useful here when considering the larger context of class and race politics in the Americas. 
Therefore, as much as recent retrospectives want to highlight that Syrians were victims 
of the visceral nativism that spread throughout Latin America and manifested in the 
United States in the form of anti-non-“European” immigration laws, there are more 
nuanced approaches to appreciating the Ottoman migrant experience.” 

The race/blood politics of México in particular actually offered Syrians the ability 
to straddle the divides that became functional under the brief French period in the 
mid-nineteenth century.’ Drawing from recent work on the subject, it seems that 
in locales increasingly informed by racial differentiation, the very nature of the self- 
employment Syrians pursued allowed them to serve as a bridge across, rather than 
a part of, the ontology.!* For example, many almost proto-typical “Arab” peddlers 
provided the services of supplying isolated communities the kinds of goods otherwise 
unavailable. This necessarily cut across racially segregated zones in Latin American 
and Euro-American cities and rural communities.’* The Ottoman-Syrian merchants, 
in other words, could peddle their wares at the fringes of many different temporary but 
still violent social divides.”’ 

The idea that Syrian merchants (often identified in the generic “Turco” frame) 
were highly adaptable and were not caught up in race politics afflicting Mexicans is a 
helpful supplement to the larger argument made here about the utter lack of structure 
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to the migrant/refugee experiences.'* As well known in the literature by now, because 
Ottoman Syrians/Palestinians did not neatly fit any of these entrenched, New World 
categories, they did business everywhere and with whomever they saw fit. They treated 
native peoples as customers as “fairly” as they did mestizos and pure blood “white” 
Europeans.” 

Such a service proved vital not only to individual profit-making operations, which 
did grow in many cases to become great commercial successes.” These global “hybrids” 
for many years also served the unarticulated—but eventually identifiable—patterns for 
expanding state authority in hitherto isolated, “unconquered” territories inhabited by 
indigenous “savages” and “half-breeds.” Recall that many of the destinations of these 
Ottoman refugees were so-called “frontier” societies. Countries throughout Central 
America and South America, and even the United States, all struggled at the turn- 
of-the-century to assert authority over vast lands that still were at the early stages of 
integration into the national, thus global economy. In this context of emergent territorial 
consolidation, the “itinerate Turkish/Ottoman” peddler often initiated “contact” with 
indigenous and mixed-blood populations; and as much as the grandee families that 
worked in partnership with British, Dutch, Spanish, and American commercial 
interests to secure profitable relations in Southeast Asia, these Syrian/Lebanese/ 
Palestinian hybrids performed similar “middlemen” roles in the Americas.”! 

Far from being the voluntary proselytizers venturing off to Africa and to a lesser 
extent the eager merchants helping to plunder Southeast Asia, the very manner in which 
these true outcastes ultimately settled in the New World serves as a testament of these 
remarkable peoples’ ability to survive. By taking their different stories into account, 
we can also complicate the highly segregated and racialized national historiographies 
of all these American societies. The stereotypical itinerate Ottoman “Turco” merchant 
provided the service of barter trade in otherwise cash-poor communities on the fringes 
of “civilization?” In doing business in these chaotic, often violent zones of capitalist 
expansion, these roaming Ottoman-Arab merchants exposed these jungle and desert 
outposts to potential further “development.” 

Crucially, as these were equally zones of genocide in which indigenous peoples faced 
the expansion of planation scale industrial agricultural development, these Ottoman 
subjects were playing the “pioneer” role of establishing a foothold in these coveted, 
contested regions.” They, in essence, became the colonists needed to start providing 
the basic services like the dry foods shops, hotels, and ferry services throughout the 
frontiers of the Americas.” 

Those with a bit of knowledge of the history of this period in the Middle East will 
probably see this as more than an odd coincidence. Indeed, the sad irony is that many of 
these same Palestinians/Syrians helping to destroy native peoples’ societies in Amazonia 
and Central America would soon realize that their homelands were undergoing very 
similar types of predatory, colonist capitalism.” During the late Ottoman period and 
then well into the British/French Mandate era, these itinerate Ottomans’ ancestors’ 
farmlands had equally been “bought,” leveraged, and transferred in the form of 
concessions to European settlers whose exclusivist doctrines immediately pitted them 
against “native savages.’”” As Ottoman Arabs served the role of helping settle “empty 
lands” in Central America to the detriment of the indigenous peoples of Costa Rica 
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or Honduras, so too would foreign men/women establish Ashkenazi “kibbutz” and 
German Mennonite enclaves amid the traditional lands of Palestinians.** As front men 
for an expansionist capitalist project in the Middle East or the Americas, these peoples 
registered the extent of the crimes against humanity capitalist greed brought to the 
world only after their own confrontation with organized racism in the context of the 
post-Ottoman world.” 

As large numbers of Ottoman subjects would soon learn, these acts of capitalist 
imperialism relied on a form of mental, physical, and material subordination. This 
book has argued that there are a number of inconsistencies in the purported—often 
patronizing—claims made by those engaging the refugees of a collapsed Ottoman 
Empire in “humane ways.” For one, they underestimate refugee agency. What often 
resulted when victorious Europeans drew up new borders from the carcass of the 
Ottoman Empire was a destructive narrowing of rhetorical paths that former subjects 
of the Empire could take. Peoples directly affected by these new configurations, which 
often had terrifying consequences for those deemed “outside” the legal framework of 
the post-Ottoman state, were given little recourse for action. To the self-appointed 
managers of post-Ottoman societies, there even was no time for engaging in 
partnerships, let alone honoring the solicitations of desperate peoples. 

Rather, there was a bureaucratic imperative to run Euro-American empires in, say 
Iraq, on the cheap.* This attempt to streamline everything into manageable sociocultural 
units, often framed in entirely new social constructs based on “ethnic” or “sectarian” 
community identities, had adverse consequences to those expected to endure the 
human price.*! Entire regions were created that would benefit certain “tribes” as long 
as they collaborated with the Mandate authorities.** Those outside these protected 
ahistorical spaces became the necessary victims. In short, “collateral” to the institutional 
transformations and the governing protocols of the British and French Mandates—both 
given formal cover by the League of Nations—was an indigenous amalgamation (and 
disaggregation) that was both coerced and violent.* 

As part of this books’ project, it is observed that indigenous peoples were not blind 
to the destructive tactics introduced by these exploitative regimes. Indeed, as much as 
the response was taking the form of violent resistance, often around a loose coalition 
that today is labeled in terms of “Arab” revolts, Bulgarian bandits, Swahili pirates, or 
“bedouin” uprisings, there were also attempts to lobby international bodies presumably 
neutral in these matters. The frequent attempts, for instance, to communicate directly 
to the League of Nations, through the use of petitions and sending delegations to make 
individual cases of disgruntled constituencies, suggest an interesting point in time in 
post-Ottoman history. 

Unfortunately, there was a glaring disparity between what in theory should have 
been the role of the League of Nations or the International Red Cross Society and the 
reality. It is posited here that much of the subsequent violence may in part be blamed 
on the sheer arrogance of the “international community” and the manner it dealt with 
Ottoman refugees.** As documents drawn from the League of Nations’ archives attest, 
former Ottoman subjects, many with no other representation than their petitions, 
had been time and again thwarted by the inner bureaucracy of this quintessential 
Euro-American institution.* As these self-appointed guardians of “progress” ignored 


Conclusion 147 


Lebanese, Albanian, Palestinian, Kurdish, Laz, Assyrians, and Turkish pleas for justice, 
the trajectories for these peoples to adopt other means seemed assured.*° 

After nearly 15 years of conflict that brought mass starvation, cholera, typhoid 
outbreaks, and genocide to their world, the refugees of the destroyed Ottoman Empire 
were faced with new indecencies and unwarranted harassment. The very lands upon 
which their wretched, broken bodies had been thrown as refugees once again became 
the focus of competing commercial and thus, imperial state interests. This “interwar” 
period introduced new forms of exploitation and violence throughout the post- 
Ottoman Balkans, Anatolia, and larger Middle East. The resulting travesties, including 
massive expropriations of individuals/communities’ property, forced “population 
exchanges,’ new forms of social hierarchies (“divide and rule”) and finally the full 
integration of these regions into a regime of “nation” building, all provided the fodder 
for the next Euro-American project.*” 

As historians, the best we can do to critically study the genocidal crimes of the 
period is move away from reading the Eurocentric colonial project on its terms (or 
categories). If done successfully, we may gauge shifts within spaces outside the reach 
of Euro-American power, or in other words, those beyond observation. This means 
acknowledging that much of this transitional period still escapes the modern projects 
of codifying and cataloging. As such, at some important level, Ottoman refugees 
remained impossible to use as an object of analysis and thus a component in the 
planning of the modern state. But it is also here at this void where a significant tension 
remains for the post-Ottoman regimes seeking to harness the powers awaiting them. 
This tension is our ethical wedge. 

At this point our efforts help us measure just how aggressive “development” 
models and new ideas for organizing globally shaped the capacities of the state 
to control population movements. In order to fully harness, and thus exploit, the 
“untapped” human resources made available by the destructive forces of war in the 
Eastern Mediterranean world, imperialist powers, for instance, sought to regularize 
refugee life. I argue that it was the codification of the refugee experience by the 
1920s, via new methods of demographic accounting, bureaucratized racial/ethnic/ 
confessional classifications, and the control of migration that became the emblem of 
the modern world. As much as sociologists and ethnographers were called to serve 
the larger agendas of population control and efficiently shifting the destitute (thus 
eager cheap laborers) to where cheap work was needed in the globalizing economies, 
the refugee’s historic association with the homeland necessarily had to transform. 
This may be deemed the most important consequence of the Ottoman Empire's 
collapse. 

Once serving as an anchor of sorts, be it a spiritual reference, or by the late 
nineteenth century, a government which could provide travel documents increasingly 
needed for individuals to move around the world, the Ottoman Empire fragmented 
into separate, in most cases until the 1930s, still violent, occupied territories. This 
process meant refugees had an almost complete dependency on the forces of capital 
in their attempt to sustain a meaningful existence.** For the men and women made 
refugees by the Ottoman collapse, the relationship with the ascendant financial system 
was dispossession, forced migration, and terrible working conditions. 
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Losing the imperial anchor 


As a way to close this book while beginning a new discussion on the transitional era 
where the Ottoman world literally vanished with horrific consequences for so many 
of its inhabitants, I offer one last emblematic example of the new order of abstraction 
imposing new limitations. This case involving Palestinians wishing to return to 
their Middle Eastern homelands now under British administration sharpens our 
appreciation for the consequences of a collapsed apparatus of living that had sustained 
human diversity for centuries. 

As discussed throughout, for most of the 40 years or so Ottoman Arabs traveled 
across the Atlantic to find their fortunes in the Americas, they demonstrated an ability 
to navigate the racially charged contexts of rapidly “developing” regional economies. 
What most likely transformed the Ottoman refugee over the years was the sudden fact 
that a new international order emerged without an Ottoman Empire in it. That meant 
the once multicultural life in the Ottoman homeland, more particularly Palestine/ 
Syria, transformed with the imposition of a new racist order in the 1920s. 

In a stunning set of documents preserved in the League of Nations’ archives, the 
sheer racism of the operatives of a “New World Order” propagated by a self-identified 
“West” during the Mandate regime governing Palestine sabotages any attempts to 
characterize the era in purely economic or political terms. The prevailing racist 
taxonomies that began to transform how the Euro-American political and economic 
elite framed their operative interests around the world in the nineteenth century had 
a dramatic impact on Ottoman Arabs when they found themselves without formal 
state backing. In this case at hand, the Ottoman castaways were Palestinians seeking 
permission to return “home” in British-Occupied Nablus Palestine.* As the region 
had been strategically carved out of any number of different geographies (including a 
unified Arab or greater Syria) by the League of Nations and their partners, hundreds 
of Palestinians needed permission to return home—something akin to an entry visa 
from British authorities. 

While large numbers of specific types of immigrants, especially from Europe, 
continued to flow into Palestine, another type of migrant was increasingly deemed 
dangerous. In the case of Members of the Sociedad Fraternidad Palestina, their 
request to return from their established home of Honduras, San Salvador, and the 
larger region to their homeland was denied on the grounds they carried Ottoman 
documentation. The logic here was that by their being Ottoman, they immediately 
became “Turks” and had right of return only to Anatolia (the Republic of Turkey). 
Native Arab-Palestinians, armed with birth certificates written in Ottoman attesting 
to their homeland being Nablus, were no longer acceptable in a recently transformed 
categorical governmentality of targeted exclusion and inclusion. The hard facts of a 
post-Ottoman world order was Slav Jews continued to colonize targeted “frontiers” of 
Palestine to fulfill a newly invigorated Zionist project while members of the Sociedad 
Fraternidad Palestina were denied their right of return, already in the 1920s. 

Taken from any angle, this constituted ethnic cleansing that predates the 1948 
creation of Israel and the presumed beginning of the population politics of European 
colonialism. But it is clear here that this later campaign actually compliments the 
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already aggressive population politics of the Mandate era.*! What this case must do 
is inform how we think again about the interwar era in a context of refugee life in a 
post-Ottoman world. The horrors of World War I and a population politics directed at 
targeted “enemies” of the vulnerable Ottoman state did not dissipate with the formal 
partition of the empire. Rather, the context in which the genocide of Armenians, 
Balkan Muslims, and South Asian peoples of many affiliations remained and perhaps 
took a new, advanced level of organization with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. 
This new strategy of exclusion forever cast out millions of human beings from their 
homes on the basis of ethno-national categories only relevant with the collapse of the 
Ottoman world. 

The loss of the Ottoman anchor for those poor Palestinians in Central America 
and México has an equally tragic twist with the previously mentioned simplistic 
historiographical formulas that equated an Ottoman heritage to a “Turkish” one.” 
At present, accompanying the vacillating disgust and naive curiosity with genocide 
is a set of new discussions about what actually happened during the transitional era. 
While it is the vibrant intellectual community in Turkey itself that does most of the 
heavy-lifting of reconsidering, and complicating, the late Ottoman past, scholars from 
countries long “liberated” from the “Turk” have also successfully broken taboos and 
now shed new light onto the era. 

It all started with war. War was the means by which new political elites in 
neighboring, former Ottoman territories like Bulgaria, Greece, and Serbia identified 
an opportunity to rewrite the demographic landscape and in turn, claim a historical 
association with newly “ethnically cleansed” territories. As a consequence of the Balkan 
Wars of 1912 and 1913, in particular, entire city neighborhoods were razed, names 
of villages changed, their inhabitants expelled, or more dramatically still, collectively 
“converted? To many, the problem was that the beginning of World War I left these 
states not enough time to complete the ugly task of erasing the Ottoman Empire from 
“Christendom.” 

As in the Americas, an Ottoman human “refuse” lingered in independent Balkan 
countries where some of these “left-over” communities survive until today. Despite a 
long period of imposed socialism and declarations of brotherhood, Balkan Muslims 
lived in constant fear that one more round of “ethnic cleansing” will come sweeping 
through their communities.“ This is especially the case in Bulgaria and the former 
Yugoslavia, where a century now of living as “minorities” often led to opportunistic, 
“functional” blood-letting campaigns in the larger contexts of “national” politics.* In 
Yugoslavia, the non-Slav Albanian Muslim (and Catholic) evolved into a bureaucratic 
category especially susceptible to periodic state-led expulsion campaigns—throughout 
the 1920s, 1935-8, 1953-67, and then again in the 1990s—that passed through the 
region.“ 

Invariably castigated as “outsiders” and “fifth-column” threats to national security, 
the labeling of entire regions of Kosovo, Novipazaar, Montenegro, and Macedonia 
as inhabited by generic “Muslim Albanians” often meant the organized expulsion 
of those communities.” In order to justify such measures to an occasional outside 
traveler bearing witness to the violent process, or delegations sent by the newly 
created League of Nations at the request of Albania (a member state), the Serbian/ 
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Yugoslav state often rolled out historians, demographers, and anthropologists. In an 
often repeated exercise throughout the post-Ottoman Balkans, operatives of “ethnic 
cleansing” campaigns resurrected the “professional knowledge” of race sciences first 
developed in the United States at the turn-of-the-century. 

In the 1920s, for instance, state authorities eager to continue a process of expulsion 
started in 1912—briefly disrupted by World War I—sent an army of European-trained 
ethnographers to “Southern Serbia” to identify those communities least likely to ever 
accept Serbian rule.” These ethnographers and human geographers adopted many of 
the same racist epistemologies identified in other Euro-American contexts to identify 
and catalogue the “sub-human” characteristics of hybrid “Turks” whose very “nature” 
made efforts to assimilate them into a modernizing Serbian/South Slav society 
“scientifically” impossible. 

While these stories now make up a core aspect of Albanian (and Turkish, Greek, 
Bulgarian) historical memory vis-a-vis Serbia’s torment, it has usefully been forgotten 
that the dynamics around such systemic violence was informed by a set of ideological 
and disciplinary frameworks that, once instrumentalized, as by the CUP after 1910, 
transformed the way once heterogeneous societies interacted with each other.*! These 
same ideological principles based on racial segregation and biological hierarchies 
influenced the intellectual elite of the early twentieth-century world. They ultimately 
mobilized a so-called fertility politics to justify why violent state-led colonialization/ 
expulsion in Yugoslavia (and earlier in Greece and Bulgaria) was necessary in order 
to maintain the long-term demographic balance of society.°* Forced expulsion, the 
signing of “population exchange” agreements—popularized as a diplomatic “solution” 
already in the immediate aftermath of the first Balkan War of 1912—and ultimately 
colonization were all tactics used in the Balkans, as well as throughout the Euro- 
American dominated world. 

Crucially for our purposes, it was a newly consolidated Turkish Republic, 
administered since the late 1920s by, among others, refugees originally from 
Macedonia and Kosovo, which actually signed these population exchange treaties with 
Balkan countries. In their own need for “excess Turks” (Muslims) to colonize the vast 
territories of Eastern Anatolia, both depopulated and exposed to hostile neighbors, 
the paradigmatic “refugee” state adopted not so much the justifications for “expelling 
the Albanian/Turk” but the underlying logic that Muslims and Christians just should 
not live together any longer.*’ To the detriment of hundreds of thousands of Balkan 
Muslims who were not initially expelled in the immediate aftermath of World War 
I and Ottoman collapse, the cruelest irony is their fate was sealed by the complicit 
actions of officials who themselves were often victims of these very same reductive 
“positivist” rationales.” 

Disappointingly, the irony of such “exchanges” has not registered in much of the 
scholarship. For most, the categories at work to flesh out such population-exchanges 
seem entirely acceptable, indeed, logical. While one of the most contentious themes 
in the literature on post imperial refugees has remained the origins of the undeniable 
violence surrounding the empire’s last century of existence, it is only tangentially 
studied in connection to the massive movements of people caused by, for instance, 
the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913. As descendants of those expelled from various 
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corners of the Ottoman Empire were forcefully settled in others, the crucial goal for 
those wishing to explain their own specific tales of suffering has been to provide basic 
details and perhaps individual stories. The theme, however, remained the generic 
muhacir tragedy in the larger scholarship.** The end result was that neither narrative 
embraced the dynamic environment in which different refugees from different parts of 
the empire were actually forced to settle into what became war zones. This was neither 
an individual tragedy nor one reducible to a generic narrative, but a constantly shifting 
friction of human beings trying to survive.* 

More crucially, the “ethno-national” and confessional terms evoked to finalize the 
painful, frequently violent forced “population” exchanges from 1913 onwards make 
their way into the logic of the scholarship today. It is as if these organizing principles, 
more or less constituting an “imperial unconsciousness,’ have no resonance to readers 
today as relics from an era where racism, politics, and “science” intersected at violent 
junctions of modern history.*’ Despite that legacy, even the most careful scholars, at 
particularly opportune times, will abandon all circumspection and theoretical (let alone 
ethical) caution, and explain the horrors of the Ottoman collapse in the quintessentially 
racist terms of Turkish, Armenian, Ethnic, and Muslim “difference? 

As demonstrated throughout, perhaps with a greater care for contextualizing 
actions, reactions, and the growing presence of state-like institutions, the dynamics 
surrounding the refugee experience, ambiguous spirituality, and even genocide can 
become operational for something other than the ethno-nationalist agenda cloaked in 
primordialism. Indeed, through these five chapters we can observe ways in which the 
ebb and flow of human beings cross occasionally in anachronistically defined “ethno- 
national” spaces. Realizing this could help us monitor patterns otherwise lost when 
attempting to assign greater historic narrative weight to these stories.” 

Consciouslyattempting to workaround these hermeneutic quandaries, lacknowledge 
that this book does little to set a definitive story about a number of contradictions, 
dialectical contentions, and implicit institutional failings of late Ottoman and post- 
Ottoman periods. But this lack of definition is the point, in the end. The muhacir of the 
late Ottoman era is rather an amorphous energy that harbors the potential for action 
and the symbolic capital of an entire imperial operating logic. Indeed, rethinking these 
variable refugee/internally displaced migrant experiences may also lead us to consider 
how they reconfigured kinship and identity for the duration of the twentieth century, 
something I would hope an aspiring younger scholar would consider taking up. 

But we must do so cautiously. How scholars want this phenomenon of human 
movement to work for them has often resulted in unjustified assumptions and 
misleading generalizations. Far too often, for instance, nationalist foundational claims 
about population movements in general, and the muhacir in particular, have been 
overstated. At best, the categories which may help explain a refugee experience in the 
1878-1939 period transform within different settings, and are not entirely linked by a 
simple association to the Ottoman regime in power—be it Sultan Abdiilhamid II, the 
various Unionist regimes, or the competing nationalist projects prior to 1923. In all 
these cases, the refugee experience warrants more nuance, even amid the horrors of 
Armenian genocide and the forced expulsions of Balkan Muslims and Anatolian Rum 
Orthodox Christians. The goal here is not so much to think outside the box, as to (not) 
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recognize the box in the first place. In other words, disaggregating the Ottoman refugee 
from the post-Ottoman narratives that have all sought to confine the experiences to 
suit certain, often precarious and highly contested political orders, offers us a new 
opportunity to bring depth to narratives of a distinctly post-Ottoman origin.” 

In the process, this book acknowledges that there are some serious ethical pitfalls 
awaiting those of us making this leap into studying (and perhaps manipulating for 
ideological purposes) the past; especially when we tune our story to such predetermined 
agendas that assert claims of association to primordial ethno-national identities. At the 
best of times these are spurious claims to an understanding of an historical agent's 
intent. At the worst of times this is used to collectively excoriate/implicate forever an 
entire community’s ideological position. The task of this book was not to assemble the 
refugee’s pain for the purpose of consumption, and thereby kill the dead, but instead to 
expose the aesthetic sadism too often put on display by the historian and her audience, 
both grimly desirous of historical objects in agony at the hands of the ontological evil, 
Oriental other.” 

I addressed these ethical concerns by highlighting ways we can identify diverse, 
contextually driven manifestations of refugee order. Interspersed in several chapters, 
attention was paid to a particularly interesting aspect of Ottoman diasporic/ 
refugee agency. Petitions have long been sent by Ottoman subjects to government 
officials, foreign representatives and by the end of the empire, to League of Nations 
headquarters, a learned right of subjecthood that empowered local constituencies to 
lobby the Ottoman state directly, circumventing perhaps an abusive local governor 
or establishing a formal communication link when one did not previously exist. Such 
strategies were equally mobilized in times of sudden changes like the Berlin Congress 
of 1878. Telegrams of protest not only circulated to Istanbul but bombarded European 
capitals, demonstrating how affected locals attempted to influence “Great Power” 
thinking over how proposed boundaries dangerously complicated their lives.” 

Considering the various stakeholders engaged in this late Ottoman story and the 
possible angles with which to study the refugee phenomenon, I argue that reading 
these petitions reveals how experiences of forcefully uprooted communities from 1878 
to 1939 created new kinds of tensions between the migrants themselves and local 
populations often caught between the refugees and state officials. As new conditions 
demanded new methods of interaction, the confusion, tension, and ever-changing 
adaptations ultimately resulted in opportunities of empowerment for a potentially 
large range of previously obscure sets of actors inside both state bureaucracies and local 
communities. This calculus only grows more complex when Great Power diplomacy 
enters into the fray. 

Ultimately, the purpose of juxtaposing in this book a multiplicity of different kinds 
of refugee experiences is to highlight the range of trajectories still experienced by 
indigenous peoples—despite (or perhaps because of) external interventions. At the same 
time, I wanted to demonstrate why the prism of the so-called modern state is not always 
the best medium through which historians can study these contingencies imposed by 
the dynamics of population movements. Put differently, by studying these experiences 
as a “relational” process that influenced how various modernist projects moved into 
new arenas—in the form of state centralization plans or direct occupation by foreign 
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interests—we may begin to identify new local (and metropolitan) constituencies. 
These temporary polities force us to think differently about what transpired prior to 
the “Young Turk” revolt of 1908, or during and after World War I.° 

At the heart of the long-term success of this set of transforming political orders was 
the fact that the Ottoman Empire's fortunes were shared by large numbers of peoples at 
any given time. As long as things went well for individual clusters of people who shared 
temporary interests, the empire served as an invaluable vehicle for local power, fortune, 
and protection. If things did not go well, people coalesced in ways that sometimes 
applied direct pressure on the larger state to do something about it. This was true 
from the very beginning of the Ottoman enterprise in the early fourteenth century 
and, as evidenced by the stories discussed in this book, remained a fact until, and even 
beyond, the empire’s end. This dynamic give-and-take across existing communal lines 
is rarely acknowledged in the literature today. 

As I expand on this notion of persistent Ottomanism, I again question the forces 
that are presumed to singularly animate the way human beings socialize in specific 
contexts. Exposing the underlying dynamics of the purported dislocation of so-called 
Ottoman refugees will prove equally subversive to the discourse of ethno-national 
identity formation as to its linkages to modernity. In these cases, understanding 
the forces that animated human movement and then (re)settlement requires a great 
deal of analytical flexibility. For as much as refugees failed to fit the normative 
descriptions of the helpless victims of fate, so too will the lives of the foreign, the 
outcast, or “other” living in exile prove laden with contradictions and thus provide 
the foundation for different possibilities erased in the meta-narrative of post-WWII 
Western hegemony.™ 

In this respect, one must also remain vigilant as to not oversell the specificity of the 
Ottoman history. We cannot assume that an all-encompassing, narrative of the empire 
that distinguishes the Ottoman Empire from an equally spurious aggregate “West,” 
can account for the historical complexities of either. Though it might be productively 
linked to Ottoman history as commodity, the Ottoman Empire as freighted with the 
decadent, despotic exotica for which the “Western mind” portends inevitable collapse 
cannot be helpful. Even more than this, one must not approach the Ottoman Empire as 
uniform on the spatial or temporal register. The Ottoman Empire changed drastically 
over time; and at a given historical moment, no one locale under Ottoman suzerainty 
necessarily looked or functioned like another. 

This book thus disaggregated the geographic focus, not to dislodge an enterprise 
that seeks to monitor on a large scale how to interpret change, but to serve as a reminder 
to younger scholars to not fear the logic of this “project.” This applies to geographic 
abstractions and social organizational assumptions, especially those forcefully linking 
Muslims, Christians, Kurds, Arabs, Armenians, Albanians, Turks, and “tribes” to a 
universal Ottoman (as declining, “sick”) imperial experience. It equally applies to the 
assumed limitations of refugees, who may more usefully be called intermittently in 
this book, itinerate Ottomans. This notion of itinerancy more productively captures 
the way Ottoman subjects thought about the changing world around them, how they 
associated with others (refugees or hosts) and even what kind of political and economic 
role they had in their often-temporary settlement surroundings. 
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Again, this point of emphasis does not identify an exact time and place for a process 
of decline or for a terminal disaster. The dynamics of imperial collapse were never 
uniform and constituted to different peoples and different times entirely distinct 
experiences. In this sense, what is ultimately at stake in this book is the attempt to 
capture the diversity of experiences which allowed for that lingering notion of an 
Ottoman sensibility to survive at times when subjects of the empire, as either refugees, 
former refugees, or future refugees, clung to their Ottoman qualities, even in the most 
destitute conditions. In the end, these itinerate Ottomans constitute an historical force 
whose diversity and surprising resilience requires a reader's patience, flexibility, and 
ultimately empathy. As such, this book initiates what shall be a series of studies on 
these remarkable human beings whose very journeys through, across, under, and 
beyond the historical conventions dominating the analysis of “transitional” periods 
make the study of the Middle East/Eastern Mediterranean/Third World all the more 
vital to my personal revisionist project. 
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3 In respect to regulated population movements, the role of the state not only 
monitored, and often hampered the flows of people to its sovereign domain, but also 
used powers that coerced people to remain in various locations, as well as expelled 
non-compliant groups. Phillippe Farques, “Migration et identité: Le paradoxe des 
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their often extra-Macedonian agendas. Indeed, any faction of Bulgaria’s dynamic 
political culture that held the reigns of state power used government resources to 
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Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (EMRO) was established in Sofia. These 
pro-Bulgarian activists had split with the IMRO to proclaim that their ultimate goal 
was the annexation of Macedonia to Bulgaria. This would prove crucial as the EMRO 
opposed the formation of a Macedonian national consciousness, by extension of a 
goal of those behind the IMRO that aimed to create an independent Macedonian 
state. See Sowards, Austria’s Policy, 14-27 and Perry, The Politics of Terror, 155. 

5 That is to say, violence is not an exclusive state project, but one that was still used 
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periodic crisis. BBA I.DH 1365/1317/S-04, dated 16 June 1899. 

7 Refugees from Bosnia often were provided a newly built village and a ready-made 
infrastructure as an inducement to fully assimilate into their new host environment, 
including on the outskirts of Ankara, which officials boasted had new medical 


10 


11 


12 


13 


Notes 179 


facilities, including a major hospital. BBA I.ML, 41/1318/$-35, dated Ankara 

16 February 1901. To help these refugees settle in their new village in the middle 

of Ankara, farm animals, seed, and sacks of wheat flour were awaiting them upon 
arrival. BBA I.DH 1380/1318/$-21 dated Ankara, 15 February 1901. To get one 
particular batch of Bosnian refugees to their Ankara destination, a special set of 
trains was set aside for their transport from Istanbul. BBA I.HUS 85/1318/B-12, dated 
11 November 1900. 

Curiously, no matter how much the subject of violence toward Armenian or Assyrian 
Christians informs their research, few scholars ever explored the causal links 
between refugees and their own painful struggles in their new communities and the 
tensions with various indigenous Anatolian “Christian” groups whose persecution in 
subsequent decades became the requisite link between genocide and Western military 
defeat of the “Turks.” There are a few notable exceptions, including Dennis, “Patterns 
of Conflict and Violence in Eastern Anatolia,” in Yavuz (ed.), War & Diplomacy, 
273-301 and Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey, 42-50. 

As it plays out in the scholarship regarding the Ottoman Empire and its vast array of 
regions and local economies, the fundamental weakness of the state to fully harness 
the productive capacities of the empire’s economic potential left it susceptible to 
subordination to external interests. The economic domination as defined in this 
scholarship is comprehensive. The problem with these conclusions, however, is that 
so little is ever written of the micro-economic processes at play that may suggest 

the “decline” of the empire economically is far too broad an assertion, and requires 
greater circumspection. Socrates D. Petmezas, “Bridging the Gap: Rural Macedonia 
from Ottoman to Greek Rule (1900-1920), in Lorans Tanatar Baruh and Vangelis 
Kechriotis (eds), Economy and Society on Both Shores of the Aegean (Athens: Alpha 
Bank Historical Archives, 2010): 355-95. 

Individual communities forced to accommodate such large numbers of refugees 
after 1878, especially in the big cities of the immediate Balkan and Eastern Anatolian 
regions hardest hit—Salonika, Izmir, and Bursa—often developed innovative 

ways to raise the extra funds. In these three cities, as major host communities to 
Balkan refugees, local committees started with loans from the Ziraat Bank a lottery 
(piyango) with the proceeds helping to pay for the costs of hosting so many people. 
Interestingly, Protestant and Jewish community leaders in these cities forbade their 
members from playing, suggesting these fundraising measures were frequently at 
odds with how some communities hoped to retain their distinctive existence in face 
of such rapid changes. BBA I. HUS, 139/1324, doc. 110, dated 25 March 1906. 

Ozge Ertem, Eating the Last Seed: Famine, Empire, Survival and Order in Ottoman 
Anatolia in the Late 19th Century (PhD Dissertation, Florence: European University 
Institute, 2012): 143-78. 

For reports on violence along the still contested boundaries separating the newly 
established principality of Montenegro and Kosovo province and measures taken to 
remove refugees from the area, see BBA, YA. HUS, 159/62, copies of telegraphs sent 
from Ipek and Cetinje to Interior Ministry, dated 14 September 1878. 

The violent commandeering of stored food led to a number of clashes between locals 
and refugees, many who ended up roaming the Kosovo/Manastir countryside looking 
for sustenance. The situation at one point got so bad that the Manastir governor had 
to be replaced for failing to stop the violence. For details, see BBA, YA. HUS, 159/85, 
copies of telegraphs sent from Manastir and Prizren to Interior Ministry, dated 9 
November 1878. 
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into Romania, 1878-1913 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002). 

15 A group of Bosnian refugees fleeing Serbian and Austro-Hungarian expansion, after a 
long period of enduring difficult relations with their host neighbors in Kosovo, finally 
secured state funds to create an entirely new district from lands skimmed off from 
the Osmaniye Kaza. See BBA I.DH, 1364/1317 doc. 1, dated 14 May 1899. The new 
district, called Cerkotice-i Bala, would accommodate upwards of 500 people. This 
policy of creating new communities would be repeated in all corners of the empire 
for the remaining 40 years. 

16 This close oversight over potential areas of influence for the French consular offices 
in Beirut and Damascus on occasion produced seemingly “strange” bedfellows. 

For instance, Beirut had begun to see a surge in refugees from both Algeria (under 
French administration) and Chechnya (under Russian administration). In a series of 
disputes over residency rights, one Algerian named Shaykh Aziz used the eagerness 
of the French consulate in Beirut to help “protect” him in his dispute with a group of 
counterclaims made by Chechen refugees over the same lands. BBA BEO 316/23660, 
dated Beirut, 23 December 1893. These kinds of mutually beneficial relations 
between those previously persecuted by the French administration in their Algerian 
homeland and an entirely different bureaucratic operation from within the French 
Foreign Ministry also manifested in Algerian migrations elsewhere in the Ottoman 
realms. For example, the Adana region—Cilicia—would long play a central role in 
French interests in Anatolia, as the presence of large numbers of Algerian refugees 
settling in these areas offered the consul the opportunity to play the “good cop, bad 
cop” role and ingratiate some “Muslim” refugees when they faced local hostilities. 
BBA BEO 1113/83434, dated Adana, 21 May 1898. 

17 Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism, chapter 1. 

18 Fora detailed report of the intersecting migrations due to the treaty, see HHStA, PA 
XVII, Montenegro Gusinje Frage, box 35, doc. 261, Sawas Pasha to Prime Ministry, 
dated Vienna, 16 December 1879. 

19 On top of this group of refugees from Ni, it is suggested that the refugees settling 
from Bulgaria and Eastern Rumeli in Kosovo and Manastir numbered more than 
140,000, McCarthy, Death and Exile, 90-1. 

20 For the basic constitution of those Nis-Muslim Albanians who were forced to settle 
amid entirely different Albanian, Muslim, and Slav communities in Kosovo, Iskodra, 
and Manastur, see Nazmi Vishesella, Vuajtjet e Kombit Shqiptaré-Muhaxhiréve me 
Shekuj (Ferizaj: DinoGraf 2005): 123-45. 

21 These natives of Ni’’s primary historian is Sabit Uka, Débimi i Shqiptaréve nga 
Sanxhaku i Nishit dhe vendosja e tyre né Kosové, 1878-1912, 4 vols (Prishtine: Verana, 
2004). Uka makes no distinction between the refugee and the host, leaving out a 
well-known dynamic to these Nis-refugee settlements. To this day the Nis muhacir 
are endogamous, retain their communal separation from neighboring Albanian 
communities by way of marriage. 

22 Authorities identified Mehmed Hilmi as the primary leader of the Ni$ muhacir 
around central Drenica and the key go-to person in times when local cooperation 
was needed. That such a man could be deemed a potential ally of the state is crucial 
to understanding the variances at play in these refugee settings. See BBA BEO 
893/66961, dated Prishtina, 10 January 1897. 
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These refugee groups were not only able to threaten violence to compel various host 
constituencies to address their needs, but also mobilize Ottoman legal codes to put 
pressure on the state. In correspondence it is evident that they demanded from local 
judges to act under the “guidance” of the laws of the state in order to ensure that 
direct state action was taken to stop both the annexation of Ottoman land and, more 
importantly, permit the return of refugees to their original homelands in neighboring 
Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Ni’. Such forceful co-optation of local state institutions to 
advocate for an eventually failed cause of repatriation exhibits the range of political 
spaces in which refugees in Kosovo could fill. For the original statement written in 
Ottoman, see Terciiman-1 Hakikat, no. 21 (19 July 1878): 3-4. 

One of the consequences over the land disputes facing host communities and Nis 
muhacir (mostly Albanian-speakers), were government efforts to administratively 
separate particularly ugly rivalries. In one Kosovo district, Vushtri, authorities 
attached the sub-district of Lesenice in order to secure some administrative distance 
between the two communities. BBA BEO 469/35163, dated 5 October 1894. 

Added to the mix were the Circassian colonists the empire had sent to the frontiers 
of Herzegovina in mid-1877. The British Consul in Scutari (Shkodér) reported that 
Circassians found in northern Albania had just recently been the victims of forced 
expulsions conducted by Russian forces. NAUK, FO 78/2628, report no. 9, Consul 
Green to Foreign Office, dated Scutari, 10 February 1877. These former refugees who 
soon also joined others expelled from Herzegovina, thereby posed a threat to the 
internal stability of those host communities like Shkodér. 

On the difficulties of settling these refugees see report from local administrator, 
BBA YEE 43/102, dated Prizren, 4 December 1879 and NAUK, FO 78/2988, Political 
Report no. 2.4, St. John to Salibury, dated Prizren, 7 October 1879. 

For an extensive survey of the manner in which political communities emerged as a 
result of events caused by the resettlement of so many refugees in Kosovo after 1878, 
see Austro-Hungarian report HHStA, PA XII/312 Turkei Liasse X XXIII, documents 
50-3, Consul Rappaport to Goluchowski, dated Prizren, 26 January 1899. 

For greater details over land use all along the Montenegro/Kosovo border, see BBA 
Y.PRK.MYD 1/60, dated Ipek, 12 October 1880. 

For details of these petitions that also made their way to European consulates, see 
AQSH, F. 24. D.5/1.f.1-2, dated 13 July 1878 and throughout the 1880s, see reports 
provided by Yusuf Ziya Pasha, BBA YEE, 7/23, documents 3, 5, and 6, dated 26 June 
1886. 

A crucial component to the Rum Orthodox Church remaining a loyal Ottoman 
institution was the constant attempts by Britain, France, and Russia to partition 

the flock into “national” autocephalous constituencies. This ultimately created 
significant breaks in authority and opened channels for political generations in 
Greece, for instance, to forge new spaces for action without the formal sanction of 
the Patriarchate based in Istanbul. See John A. Petropulos, Politics and Statecraft in 
the Kingdom of Greece 1833-1843 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1968): 
180-2. In this respect, the post-Ottoman state became the primary beneficiary of 
religious patronage and affiliation. In Greece this led to considerable confiscation of 
official Church lands, which were crucial in the process of settling landless peasants 
(a form of popular politics) and ultimately refugees. Massive files documenting the 
extent of the confiscation are available in LON, C 152, no. 62, Under Commission for 
Greco-Bulgarian Emigration in Greece, dated Salonika, 21 October 1926. The state of 
Greece was able to eventually force recognition of Greece's autocephaly in 1850. This 
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unilateralism would prove crucial in periods of rapid adjustment but would not save 
Greece, however, from becoming highly fractured. Charles A. Frazee, The Orthodox 
Church and the Independent Greece 1821-1852 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1969): 171-93. For the process in Bulgaria, see Thomas E. Meininger, Ignatiev 
and the Establishment of the Bulgarian Exarchate (1864-1872): A Study of Personal 
Diplomacy (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1970). 

There is some evidence, however, that the Ottoman state initiated a campaign 

to confiscate communal lands and forests from the native inhabitants of frontier 
regions, such as Tuz along the new Montenegrin border, in order to accommodate 
refugees. In Tuz in particular, the practice caused great tension for at least a decade 
between indigenous communities, refugees, and state officials. BBA MV 32/24, 
dated 10 May 1888. These tensions got so bad that authorities started to move many 
refugees to Drag further south, a decision that would have long-term consequences 
for Albanian history. While not the place to develop my claims further, the struggle 
over land in Central Albania as a result of this influx of Bosnian Slav and Northern 
Albanian (Gheg) refugees led to the kind of land-regime dominated by the Toptani 
family (and its large private army drawing from these refugees) who would shape the 
direction of post-Ottoman Albanian politics for years to come. Out of this clan would 
arise, for instance, Ahmed Zogu, later ushered into power by Serbia in 1926 to help 
suppress a growing “democratic” regime with strong irredentist claims to Albanian 
populated lands under Greek and Serbian (Yugoslav) control. For more details, see 
for instance, Besnik Pula, State, Law and Revolution: Agrarian Power and the National 
State in Albania, 1850-1945 (PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan, 2011) and 
Austin, Founding a Balkan State, 35-65. 

It is important to point out that another reason for their fanatical support of the 
sultanate was the realization that these peoples had no home to return to. For 
Bosnians, with Austro-Hungarian annexation in 1908, the demise of the Ottoman 
Empire would constitute another disaster. For Chechens as well, with no other place 
to go, their relatively privileged role as the Sultan's enforcers gave them incentive to 
remain loyal to the end. Such calculations proved important when all these Balkan 
territories, and Eastern Anatolia, came under siege from 1912 to 1923 by separatist 
and irredentist “Christian” forces. 

William N. Medlicott, The Congress of Berlin and After: A Diplomatic History of the 
Near Eastern Settlement, 1878-1880 (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1938): 162, 192, 
221. 

This also entailed disputes over pasturage in many western Kosovo districts. A 
number of reports suggest refugee families found it impossible to find proper land 
to feed their sheep due to local refusal to allow them access to their lands. Ultimately 
the matter reached Istanbul as local officials, fearful of a backlash, deferred to the 
Ministry of Interior. BBA BEO 2014/151002, dated 6 March 1903. 

The consequences of this attack were months of reprisals against the perpetrators 
and then counterattacks, a spiral of vengeance that undermined stability in both the 
Yakova and Prizren districts. Eventually, members of the Prizren Committee were 
involved in the blood feud. See YA-HUS, 159/73, report number 62, signed Yakova 
Mutassarif Mehmed Seyyid, dated 21 September 1878. 

Events summarized in a report composed a year later in BBA, YA.RES, 6/10, Report 
filed by Ahmed, dated 30 May 1879. 

The British embassy in Istanbul reported in 1867 that the Pashalik of Nis and 
Novipazar, characterized as the “Albanian” frontier separating the then-autonomous 
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Serbian principality from the rest of the Ottoman Empire, was inhabited by at least 
300,000 “Albanians.” Presumably it was these people who were being targeted for 
expulsion in the 1870s. See enclosure in Political Report number 33, dated Belgrade, 
19 October 1867, report written by J. A. Longworth sent to Lord Stanley found in 
NAUK, FO, 78/1974 no. 35, Longworth to Henry Elliott, dated Belgrade, 1 November 
1867. 

Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997): 109. 

In the Eastern provinces, the ripping apart of much of the Kars district by Russian 
occupation forces led to an influx of refugees. The arrival of so many refugees put the 
same kind of pressures on local capacities to accommodate them as already seen in 
Kosovo in the late 1870s. The resulting famines, disease, and devastation of long-term 
productivity may have some link to the eventual stress on communities that resulted 
in violence toward neighbors. It is also likely that as a result of such upheaval and 
human desperation, a new labor regime emerged as tens of thousands of desperate 
refugees were willing to work on large-scale farms found further west in Cilicia, for 
example. See Christopher Clay, “Labour Migration and Economic Conditions in 
Nineteenth-century Anatolia,” Middle Eastern Studies 34.4 (1998): 1-32. 
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1992): 23-41. 

Worse still, Serbia fell into greater debt as it built up its military by buying weapons 
from abroad. Misha Glenny, The Balkans: Nationalism, War and the Great Powers, 
1804-1999 (New York: Viking, 2000): 220-1. 

For insight into how these “new areas” (Novi Krajevi) were initially integrated into 
the newly created Kingdom of Serbia, Milan Milicevi¢, Kraljevina Srbija (Belgrade: 
Drzavna stamparija, 1884) provides an eyewitness account. 

RuZica Guzina, Opstina u Srbiji, 1839-1918: Pravno-politicka i socioloska studija 
(Belgrade: Rad, 1976): 237. 

This was especially important in the “new areas” towns, where a majority non- 
Christian population lived before the war. According to Serbian historiography, 
disputed by a census conducted by Ottomans prior to the 1875-8 war, 41 percent 

of the population in “new areas” such as Leskovac was Muslim, see Vodosava 
Nikoli¢-Stojanéevi¢, Leskovac i oslobodjeni predeli Srbije, 1877-1878 godine: Etnicke, 
demografske, socijalno-ekonomske i kulturne prilike (Leskovac: Narodni muzej, 1975): 
10-11. This presented considerable problems when large numbers either refused to 
leave or started to return from their temporary safe-havens in Austrian- or Ottoman- 
administered areas. 

Ottoman officials report that Mehmed Nuri and his extended family were given 
funds to restart their community inside Serbian-administered Nis after having been 
earlier made a refugee by that same government. As much as this story suggests a 
policy of repatriation of the territories’ Muslim farming communities, it also offers 
some indication of how difficult it was for some refugees to find a proper home in 
Ottoman territories. See BBA BEO 886/66436, dated 27 December 1896. 
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There was considerable violence along the newly established borders between Bosnia 
and Serbia, where Ottoman officials reported that Albanian refugees constantly 
raided areas that had once been their homes but by 1878, had been transferred to 
Serbia. See BBA. HR. SYS. 128/22, Bosnia Governor report, dated Sarajevo, 31 May 
1880. 
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One report reads that members from 31 communities resettled in still heavily 
populated Muslim areas. BBA. HR. SYS. 304/99, Interior Ministry report, dated 

27 March 1880. 

In March 1878, for instance, only a few days after the signing of the San Stefano 
Treaty, Pashko Vasa, a prominent Catholic Albanian, lobbied the British ambassador 
in Istanbul. In these meetings, Pashko Vasa called for an immediate reconsideration 
of what constituted “the true Bulgaria” in face of irrefutable demographic facts. 
NAUK, FO, 881/3673, No. 366, Layard to the Earl of Derby, dated Constantinople, 18 
March 1878, enclosure signed by Wassa Effendi (the pen name of Pashko Vasa). 

It is a remarkable thing to read in file after file of the League of Nation’s (LON) 
reports how solicited European men dismissed the requests of indigenous peoples 

to help restrain the violent Mandate-era regimes in Syria and Iraq. In hand-written 
notes advising future readers consulting the reports, the author claimed the petitions 
were “... determined not serious” and thus could be ignored. From personal 
experience, such arrogance and selective “care” still persists today inside international 
“humanitarian” organizations. LON R 4106, Section 6a, folder 31771/1469, “Mandate 
Frangais sur la Syrie et le Liban: Petition de M.M. Abd el-Kaba et Fuad Ghandur,’ 
dated Beirut, 21 December 1933. These same people continued to write petitions 
seeking help from the LON in a land dispute with the French government, again 

the same suggestion that delegates simply ignore the letters, the last correspondence 
dating 1936. 

For their part, Armenians were caught in the middle of an expansionist war that pitted 
Russia and the Ottomans against one another all throughout territories in which they 
made up a significant “minority” of the population. As a result, they feared that the 
crude calculations witnessed with Russian occupation regimes in areas further north 
would soon apply to them. One’ religious affiliation played a big role in determining 
who could remain and who had to leave for the Ottoman Empire (or Iran, or even, in 
the case of many Armenians, Bulgaria, and Greece). The fears expressed by delegates 
present in Berlin were that the Ottoman Empire would also practice a “faith-based” 
policy of protecting border areas at the expense of Armenian stability. In the Treaty 

of Berlin, Armenian pleas for protection against the periodic attacks of Kurds and 
Circassians were heeded by outside powers. Unfortunately, the wording was flawed 
and as much of the Berlin Treaty (and an operational liberal logic predicated on 
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sectarian “difference”) led to far more conflicts. Far from promising any improvement 
in the Armenians’ condition, Article 61 of the treaty, for example, only looked good 
on paper: For as much as the “The Sublime Porte undertakes to carry out... reforms 
demanded by local .. . Armenians and to guarantee their security . ..” the lack of long- 
term changes in the Ottoman state’s ability to provision such reforms would not bode 
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the pro-British Damad Mahmud Pasha, along with his two sons Sabahaddin 
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a single working alphabet impossible. In particular, it was those factions seeking 
opportunities to reconstitute the Balkans under an Orthodox Christian umbrella who 
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and Ottoman state condemnation of his “forbidden” overtures with Pan-Hellenists 
helps reiterate my larger arguments about the still precarious role exclusivist ethno- 
national identity claims played in the proximate context of the Ottoman refugee 
space. On official Ottoman condemnation of Ismail Kemal’s operations in Corfu 
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as scholars, be taken as an invitation for debate taking into consideration my larger 
ethical concerns laid out in Foundations of Modernity. 

Even during World War I and for years after, a violent struggle took place between 
those taking on the new radical ideologies that embraced “racial” separation as the 
only means to assure a homeland for the “nation,” and those seeking to preserve 

a society whose “break-up” would constitute a disaster. The violence stemmed 
from the fact that there were few constituencies invested in this adaption of a 
broader “scientific” sociology. As we will see below, the need to impose a universal, 
homogeneous polity based on common, identifiable characteristics, was, and still is, 
utterly fictitious, and as such, the parameters are in constant renegotiation. Crucially 
for Anatolia, at the wrong place and wrong time, a perfect storm of operating 
logics converged, where strategic requirements linked with associations to loyalty 
entirely disconnected to any working models. This storm left a few powerful men, 
with a relative monopoly on violence, to attempt to create different realities on the 


224 


Notes 


ground. Unfortunately, they took the rhetorical, conceptual, and bureaucratic form 
of “Turkification” as their framework for reconstituting a collapsed, post-Ottoman 
society. The result was mass murder and even genocide of not only Armenians, but 
also other identified “marginal” peoples, from Kurdish speakers, “Balkan Muslim 
refugees” and endless varieties of other “Christian” groups. Crucially for this last 
chapter, however, we must remember this genocidal calculus was entirely based on 
the operating logic of the Euro-American world, which, at selective moments, used 
“population politics” based on similar categories of distinction to bureaucratically, 
conceptually, and then physically eviscerate strategically “dangerous” peoples it was 
forced to engage. For the best new book on this process as it plays out in Diyarbakir 
province, see Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey, 55-169. 
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“Turkish past” is gone in the Balkans and advised in no uncertain terms that refugees 
thinking of their past homelands “should forget” it entirely. See his discussion of a 
trip back from Italy through the Balkans, “Fasist Roma,” Falih Rufki Atay, Kemalist 
Tiran ve Kaybolmus Makidonya (Ankara: Hakimiyeti Milliye, 1931): 64. 

Peter Loizos, “Ottoman Half-lives: Long-term Perspectives on Particular Forced 
Migrations,” Journal of Refugee Studies 12.3 (1999): 237-63. 

There was an inner group of ideologues in the late Ottoman Empire who embraced 
entirely the racial geographies au courant at the time—men like Ahmed Riza and 
Talat Pasha, for instance, would use the horrors of the period to try to enforce 
homogenization onto peoples still living an Ottoman experience. This did not, 
however, have to mean murder, but probably did almost exclusively mean by 1911 
religious, thus ethnic, conversion. For an excellent explanation of the issues at stake 
see Bloxham, The Great Game of Genocide, 62-90. 

Julian Go, “The ‘New’ Sociology of Empire and Colonialism,’ Sociology Compass 3.5 
(2009): 775-88. 

Julian Go, “Racism and Colonialism: Meanings of Difference and Ruling Practices in 
America’s Pacific Empire,” Qualitative Sociology 27.1 (2004): 35-58. 

Ugur Umit Ungér, “Geographies of Nationalism and Violence: Rethinking Young 
Turk ‘Social Engineering,” European Journal of Turkish Studies 7 (2008). 

This is charted beautifully over a long duration in the case of Greek Macedonia 

by Anastasia N. Karakasidou, Fields of Wheat, Hills of Blood. See also Theodora 
Dragostinova, “Navigating Nationality in the Emigration of Minorities between 
Bulgaria and Greece, 1919-1941,” East European Politics and Societies 23.2 (Spring 
2009): 185-212. 

There is something similar here to the way Zizek explores forms of death. Death is a 
“form” of “absence” that is not erasure but an “assembly of pain,” Slavoj Zizek, Living 
in the End Times (London: Verso, 2010): 296-8. 
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62 French policies in Syria were especially egregious and disruptive of local life. The 
logics of border demarcation were variable, changing with time as well as place. 

For some peoples, the forging of the Republic of Lebanon helped them acquire a 
persona fixity and consecrated their “national” existence in 1920. On the other hand, 
the states of Damascus, Aleppo, and the ‘Alawis were created at the same time as 
Lebanon. The three states, independent at first, were later federated in 1922. Just two 
years later, the configuration shifted again: the states of Aleppo and Damascus were 
dissolved to create a single state, including at the time the Sancak of Alexandretta. 
The Alawi state was not included in this new arrangement and was only united with 
the state of Syria in 1936. The same was true for the Jebel Druze area in the south, 
which had been a separate governorate until 1936. Both the ‘Alawi State and the Jebel 
Druze were detached from Syria in 1930, only to be reunited in 1942 (as Alexandretta 
was disconnected from Aleppo). Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 57-9. 

63 By relational history I wish to suggest that much of what we associate with the 
modern state apparatus develops in the context of intersecting interests taking the 
form of reciprocal or asymmetrical exchanges in a variety of socioeconomic and 
political settings, see M. C. Jacob and Ira Katznelson, “Agendas for Radical History,” 
Radical History Review 36 (September 1986): 26-47, especially 33-7. We also see this 
mutual formation of Europe and its colonies spelt out very well in Frederick Cooper 
and Ann Laura Stoler (eds), Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in A Bourgeois 
World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989). 

64 See Blumi, Foundations for discussion on meta-narrative and modern empire. 
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